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Abstract 

 

The urgent challenge of teacher retention has compelling implications for schools — especially             

those serving urban, low-income students. Retaining strong teachers is central to student            

learning and instructional coherence. Teacher turnover, as well as teacher retention, is marked             

by interdependent root causes. This study explores the range of system-level factors that impact              

teacher retention. Ultimately, ongoing teacher turnover leads to a breakdown of collective            

professional understanding and alignment within schools — especially regarding the central           

work of the instructional core. When large numbers of teachers cycle through a school or               

organization, constant effort must be placed on re-establishing shared understanding of           

instructional priorities, developing teacher capacity, and sustaining culture. As the site-based           

instructional coach at the focus school for this action research study, I recognized comparable              

implications within our community, pointing to an interdependent problem of practice: high            

levels of teacher turnover contributed to significant workload and a range of practice             

misalignment among novice and veteran staff; and in turn, teacher workload, especially            

regarding instructional planning, lead to long work hours, isolation, burnout, and turnover. In             

short — turnover leads to increased workload and increased workload can impact turnover. A              

review of the literature surfaced a few central ideas that informed the study: teacher retention               

relies on systems-level supports within a school, teacher retention is dependent on a host of               

interrelated systems and best practices, and the term “working conditions” refers to multiple             

factors that can influence teacher satisfaction and ongoing commitment to a site or district. The               

resulting intervention sought to address working conditions, especially regarding workload          

associated with instructional planning, by designing coaching-driven inquiry cycles focused on           

crafting “repeatable learning structures” to decrease teacher planning time and increase student            

autonomy. The intervention leveraged several systems-level essential supports that have proven           

effective in retention efforts historically, including honoring teacher professional autonomy,          

skillful instructional coaching systems, meaningful professional learning, emphasizing inquiry         

practices, and responsive instructional leadership. This study concludes that teacher retention           

can be markedly increased by systems-informed instructional coaching that utilizes targeted           

inquiry cycles focused on solving root-causes for teacher turnover, without losing sight of central              

instructional priorities.  
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Introduction 

Teacher turnover and attrition in the United States has been a significant and 

ongoing national concern for years (U.S. Department of Education, 1983; National 

Commission on Teaching and America's Future, 1996; Ingersoll, 2001; TNTP, 2012; 

Ingersoll, Merrill, & Stuckey, 2014; Podolsky, Kini, Bishop, & Darling-Hammond, 2016; 

Sutcher, Darling-Hammond, & Carver-Thomas, 2016). Across the country, and 

especially in urban centers, teacher shortages — most notably in math, science, bilingual 

education, and special education — are at an all-time high. While such shortages can be 

attributed in part to lowered teacher preparation program enrollment, they are also 

largely due to teacher turnover and attrition. In comparison to such countries as 

Finland, Singapore, and Canada, with highly-successful education programs and teacher 

attrition rates at 4%, in the United States approximately 8% of teachers leave the 

profession every year resulting in escalated teacher shortages and significant, ongoing 

hiring costs to districts (Sutcher et al., 2016; Westervelt, 2016). Schools serving low 

income students experience even higher teacher turnover rates. All of these factors point 

to the sobering fact that in the United States, young people with the greatest learning 

needs are often taught by a far greater percentage of novice or under-qualified teachers 

(Darling-Hammond, 2006; Podolsky et al., 2016; Sutcher et al., 2016). 

In Oakland, California, teacher retention is particularly challenging. A 2013 

report by the Alameda County Grand Jury, a local citizen watchdog organization, as well 

as a 2017 report by Great Oakland Public Schools, found that turnover rates in Oakland 

Unified School District (OUSD) are as high as 70% for teachers within their first five 
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years of teaching (Mongeau, 2015; Tsai, 2017 ). This statistic is far higher than national 

average turnover rates, which land between approximately 19% and 30% (Sutcher et al., 

2016), pointing to what might be called a crisis of education in the city. OUSD looks to 

hire as many as 250 teachers per year, with most applicants seeking elementary and 

humanities positions. Recruiting a diverse teaching force also presents challenges, 

despite pointed efforts to attract and hire teachers who reflect the cultural backgrounds 

of the student body. Like trends across the United States, harder-to-staff positions 

including secondary math and science, as well as K-12 special education and bilingual 

education, are the most likely to remain vacant in Oakland (National Council on Teacher 

Quality, 2013; Mongeau, 2015).  

The Bay Area Education Network , and Bay Area Institute specifically, have not 
1

escaped the trends presenting themselves within Oakland Unified. At the end of the 

2015-16 academic year, 40% of teachers left the Bay Area Institute for a variety of 

reasons including moving out of the area, seeking leadership opportunities outside the 

organization, attending graduate school, as well as exploring professional interests 

outside of education. Vacancies emerged in science, history, English, special education, 

and most significantly, in math. While past teacher attrition can not be changed, 

continually asking the question “How can we retain our teachers?” is a worthy 

endeavour for any organization, as strong and experienced teachers are one of the 

primary predictors of student learning and success (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Wilson, 

Floden, & Ferrini-Mundy, 2001; Kini & Podolsky, 2016). 

1  Names of the organization and site have been changed to preserve the privacy of participants. 
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The Bay Area Education Network is a small charter organization operating three 

San Francisco Bay Area high schools and one middle school in the cities of Hayward, 

San Francisco, and Oakland. Grounded in project based learning and the Network’s 

portfolio defense model, the Bay Area Education Network offers rigorous learning 

experiences that emphasize critical thinking, problem solving, inquiry, research, and 

creative expression. All Bay Area Education Network graduates complete the A-G 

Common Core coursework to be eligible for four-year university admission. Most Bay 

Area Education Network students will be the first in their family to attend college and 

79% of the Network’s students who enter college complete their four-year degree. While 

the Bay Area Education Network is marked by an overall positive professional culture, 

an inspiring organizational vision, and highly qualified teachers, teacher attrition has an 

impact on working conditions and school culture each year.  

To develop student college-readiness and leadership skills, all Bay Area 

Education Network students in the 10th and 12th grade must present and defend 

portfolios of their academic work that include a range of student work or “artifacts” 

which meet grade-level proficiency on rubrics in research, inquiry, creative expression, 

and analysis. These rubrics were developed by teachers and leaders within the 

organization, in collaboration with Stanford’s Center for Assessment, Learning, and 

Equity. The rubrics are used across all Bay Area Education Network schools. Students 

must present their portfolios in a dissertation-like defense to a panel of teachers, peers, 

and school leaders. To move on from 10th grade, and to graduate in 12th grade, all 

students must defend and pass their Benchmark Portfolio or College Success Portfolio, 
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respectively. The stakes are high in both of these grade levels, with teachers and 

students carrying significant anxiety tied to the deep desire to see overall success 

throughout this important process.  

While the ultimate outcome of the Bay Area Education Network model is both 

empowering and uplifting, teachers hold a great deal of responsibility to deliver the 

high-quality instruction and planning that will lead students to meet the portfolio 

expectations. This effort does not come without putting in substantial extra hours with 

students — especially for newer teachers who are in the process of developing their 

curriculum, learning the Network model, and understanding the artifact and portfolio 

process. To be precise, on any given artifact, upwards of 40% of students may not 

achieve proficiency upon initial project completion. Meeting proficiency often includes 

students attending office hours with teachers on Tuesdays or Thursdays from 4:00-5:30 

after school, as well as during “boot camps” over the winter and spring breaks.  

Teachers at the Bay Area Institute are deeply committed to their students’ 

success. On a regular basis, one can hear students talking about how their teachers are 

“hella cool” and “willing to go the extra mile to make sure we understand what we are 

learning.” Such commitment naturally comes with hard work. At the Bay Area Institute, 

such hard work regularly includes teachers putting in long hours developing inspiring 

but time-consuming curriculum, often from scratch. In day-to-day conversations, 

teachers express anxiety about common educator workplace concerns that mirror 

national trends including workload, work-life balance, adequate leadership support, and 

the significant skill involved in truly advancing student achievement to 
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college-and-career-readiness levels (Podolsky et al., 2016). Among novice teachers, a 

sense of confidence and autonomy in how to best approach classroom management is an 

added central concern. Veteran teachers often have to support new teachers on grade 

level teams, in the project based planning process, in moving advisory curriculum and 

expectations forward, as well as in designing adequate portfolio tasks that will become 

proficient student learning artifacts for the Benchmark or College Success Portfolios. 

Over time, several teachers show signs of burnout related to these wide-ranging and 

interdependent responsibilities. 

Bay Area Institute teachers regularly express a commitment to aligning their 

classroom practice with their professional vision and rigorous, engaging learning 

experiences. There is also a deep-held interest in collaborating with colleagues around 

project based learning and understanding effective approaches to meet specific student 

learning needs. Feelings of isolation and anxiety about classroom culture, relationships 

with students, or a sense of community among colleagues are regularly diminished 

following productive collaborative planning sessions and grade-level meetings in which 

teacher voice is central to decision making and visioning. Interestingly, all of these 

professional desires and interests on the part of Bay Area Institute teachers are also the 

very practices that help to retain strong teachers in the profession (Darling-Hammond, 

2003; Jennings & Greenberg, 2008; Podolsky et al., 2016; Sutcher et al., 2016). 

Problem of Practice 

In exploring the topic of teacher turnover within the Bay Area Institute, an 

interdependent problem of practice surfaced. First, teacher workload, especially with 
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regard to instructional planning, lead to long work hours, isolation, burnout, and 

potential turnover. In turn, high levels of teacher turnover increased teacher workload 

and contributed to a range of practice misalignment for novice and veteran staff. 

Practice misalignment surfaced in varied areas, including, but not limited to, 

implementation of common instructional practices, classroom management strategies, 

implementation of advisory curriculum and foci, portfolio artifact design, teacher 

leadership roles, and maintaining site and grade-level culture.  

Seeing diminished levels of teacher turnover is a consistent, central concern 

among instructional leaders and coaches throughout the Bay Area Education Network. 

By lowering levels of teacher turnover, the entire organization recognizes the potential 

benefits of stabilized grade-level teams, fewer responsibilities for veteran teachers and 

school leaders to support novices and new hires, not to mention sustained teacher 

understanding of the project based learning and portfolio defense approaches at the 

heart of the Bay Area Education Network model. Across the Bay Area Education 

Network, the ultimate goal is to transform the lives of students. The organization places 

special emphasis on providing first generation college-bound students with the skills 

and competencies they need to be successful throughout college and into their adult 

lives. This work demands high expectations on the part of all educators and students in 

the system. It also requires refined levels of instructional and relational expertise to 

guide students in attaining grade-level proficiency across a wide range of competencies.  

Notably, both experienced and novice teachers at the Bay Area Institute cite 

lesson planning, unit planning, and the development of instructional materials aligned 
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to those plans, as central factors that impact their substantial sense of workload. It is 

common for the organization’s novice teachers to create all their lessons and 

instructional materials either from scratch, or by adapting materials developed by 

former colleagues or retrieved via curriculum resources online. While teachers value the 

instructional autonomy they are provided in the Bay Area Education Network, there is a 

double-edged sword regarding the amount of work it takes to develop thoughtful, well 

planned lessons and curriculum aligned to a portfolio defense process requiring 

proficient learning artifacts in research, inquiry, creative expression, and analysis. 

Directly related to content-based curricular planning, is the planning and development 

of clear instructional procedures and routines that facilitate academic culture and 

learning experiences. Clarity on how students will reach proficiency in tasks, as well as 

how they will engage within the tasks and lessons, are essential for well-managed and 

well-planned learning experiences that are grounded in academic advancement (City, 

Elmore, Fiarman, & Teitel, 2009; Berger, R., Rugen, L., & Woodfin, L., 2014).  

Sustaining such clarity within lesson plans and tasks takes expertise, 

thoughtfulness, and considerable time for Bay Area Institute teachers to create. Truly, 

one can and should anticipate hours of planning outside the classroom when developing 

instructional materials independently. While curriculum is available for Bay Area 

Institute teachers, formally adopted curriculum is not consistent across all grade levels 

and subject areas. Add to this the fact that every teacher plans solo for his or her grade 

and subject area. In other words, there is one Geometry teacher in each Bay Area 

Education Network school. There is one 10th grade English teacher, one Biology 
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teacher, and so on. As a result, teachers have no site-based grade and content-alike 

planning partner, which creates a natural consequence of teachers often developing 

materials alone and getting in the weeds with instructional decision making. It also 

results in teachers not having a partner with whom to reflect on which lessons worked 

and which need refinement — a common and important collaborative process for 

educators that has the potential to be both professionally rewarding and rejuvenating 

(Elmore, 2002; Darling-Hammond, 2005; Podolsky et al., 2016).  

In Organizing Schools for Improvement: Lessons from Chicago, Anthony Bryk 

and his colleagues Penny Bender Sebring, Elaine Allensworth, Stuart Luppescu, and 

John Q. Easton (2010), describe an interdependent “system of essential supports” that 

foster school improvement and student learning experiences (See Appendix A). 

Professional capacity, the second essential support, advances quality human resources, 

professional development, and an eye on sustaining a mindset of continuous 

improvement. Professional capacity can be identified as “a school's ability to recruit and 

retain knowledgeable and skillful staff, the efficacy of its performance feedback and 

individual professional development programs, and a staff's capacity to form as a viable 

collective that shares responsibility for student learning and supports one another in 

continuous improvement” (Bryk et al., 2010, p. 54). In an organization such as the Bay 

Area Education Network, teachers and educators must hold a level of confidence and 

professional skill across multiple strands of their practice that reflect aligned 

professional capacity. Advisory classes depend on consistency of instruction from grade 

to grade. Portfolio assessments depend on instruction aligned to Bay Area Education 
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Network proficiency rubrics. Furthermore, the organizational culture depends on deep 

belief in the potential of students and colleagues, as well as a self-assured, confident 

stance when managing one’s classroom. Without such capacity, anxiety surfaces, leading 

to undue stress and a sense of professional misalignment, especially among novice 

teachers. It can also lead to feelings of isolation. From classroom management 

approaches, to the arc of instructional design, to mindsets about students, to 

engagement with colleagues, professional capacity lies at the heart of teachers’ ability to 

work with confidence and a sense of integrity each and every day. To advance 

professional capacity among teachers, and especially among novices, it is essential to 

develop a process that facilitates teachers in aligning their professional vision with 

sustainable, thoughtful instructional practices that decrease workload and increase a 

sense of efficacy with students (Lipton & Wellman, 2001). It is simultaneously essential 

to align such practices to collegial support for one another and the organization's 

broader mission. 

Recent studies in teacher retention point to five major factors that influence 

teachers’ decision to stay in the profession. These factors include salaries and other 

compensation; quality preparation and costs to entry; hiring and personnel 

management; induction and support for new teachers; and working conditions. Within 

working conditions a range of factors related to professional capacity are notably 

impactful in retaining teachers at a site and in the profession including effective school 

leadership and support, strong professional collaboration, shared decision-making, 
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successful accountability systems, and adequate resources for teaching and learning. 

(Ingersoll, 2001; TNTP, 2012; Podolsky et al., 2016; Sutcher et al., 2016).  

Instructional coaching lands soundly within the second essential support of 

professional capacity (Bryk, et al., 2010). As the instructional coach at the Bay Area 

Institute, a role created for the site in the 2016-17 academic year, my position lent itself 

to several systems-level entry points that could positively impact teacher working 

conditions, professional experience, and advancement of professional capacity (Bryk et 

al., 2010). The role simultaneously provided quality induction for novice teachers and 

provided inroads for fostering meaningful relationships and professional community 

across the site. Opportunities to coach teachers towards greater collaboration and 

sustainable lesson planning practices presented themselves on a daily and weekly basis. 

Within the coaching conversation itself, space was regularly carved out for teachers to 

reflect on and refine their instructional decisions and skills (Lipton & Wellman, 2001; 

Knight, 2007; Aguilar, 2013). This space also created opportunities for reflection on 

honest questions of integrity, purpose, and work sustainability (Palmer, 1998), as well as 

the roots of stress and anxiety (Jennings & Greenberg, 2008; Zakrzewski, 2013). The 

work of coaching with an eye on teacher retention had to include a simultaneous 

awareness of these broad-ranging factors while creating safe space for teachers to give 

voice to what guided them at the core of their professional life. Skillful coaching 

provided a vehicle to surface points of commitment to truly transforming students’ lives 

while developing teachers’ professional capacity to do so.  
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Literature Review 

 

Introduction 

The publication of “A Nation at Risk” in 1983 named concerns regarding the 

quality of teaching and learning in America’s public schools, as well as multiple 

indicators of so-called “intellectual decline” in American students. Among these 

concerns, the training, professional development, and retention of skillful teachers was 

cited as essential to enhancing the outcomes of American education and to protecting 

against “the rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a 

people” (U.S. Department of Education, 1983, para. 1). Subsequently, the National 

Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (NCTAF), in their 1996 report, What 

Matters Most: Teaching for America’s Future, summoned the goal that all children 

have an educational experience fostered by a caring, highly qualified teacher in every 

American classroom. More than three decades later, recruiting, training, and retaining 

excellent teachers in our public schools remains an issue of substantial national 

importance (Podolsky et al., 2016; Sutcher et al., 2016). 

These urgent calls for raising the qualifications of public school teachers emerged 

in tandem with a rising teacher shortage and retention crisis, most critically in our 

nation’s urban centers, with little sign of it subsiding today (Ingersoll, 2001; NCTAF, 

1996 and 2007; Ingersoll et al., 2014; Podolsky et al., 2016; Sutcher et al., 2016). In “A 

Nation at Risk” the authors speak to severe teacher shortages in the fields of 

mathematics, science, foreign languages, and special education (U.S. Department of 

Education, 1983). Jump ahead to 2016, and a Learning Policy Institute report focused 
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on solving the teacher shortage notes comparable problems in staffing America’s 

classrooms: “Demographic trends and economic changes have led to a surge in demand 

for new teachers, while the supply of new teachers has diminished at the same time that 

a steady stream of teachers flee the profession each year. Since 2014–15, teacher 

shortages have been growing across the country, reaching crisis proportions in some 

teaching fields—such as mathematics, science, and special education—and in locations 

where wages and working conditions are least attractive” (Podolsky et al., 2016, p. 1). It 

is an oft-cited statistic that 50% of American teachers leave the profession before they 

reach their fifth year of teaching — with the highest rates of turnover occurring in 

high-poverty, high-minority urban and rural public schools (Ingersoll, 2001; Ingersoll et 

al., 2014). Approximately 9% of teachers leave the profession entirely in the United 

States every year, with retirement accounting for a small percentage of the departures 

(Ingersoll et al., 2014).  

In their recent report “Seven Trends: The Transformation of the Teaching Force,” 

Ingersoll, Merrill, and Stukey (2014) emphasize the benefit of disaggregating data in 

order to have a more precise understanding of the nature of teacher turnover. In doing 

so, they found that teacher departures from schools are, in fact, varied across different 

parts of the country and school districts. Notably, their work highlights the fact that 

teachers moving from school to school, often within the same district, accounted for the 

largest turnover rates. Specifically, the authors point to the fact that this staffing 

movement accounts for an “annual asymmetric reshuffling of significant numbers of 

employed teachers from poor to not poor schools, from high-minority to low-minority 
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schools, and from urban to suburban schools” (Ingersoll et al. 2014, p.23, as cited in 

Ingersoll, 2011; Ingersoll & May, 2012). These findings underscore the importance of 

maintaining a sustained equity-oriented awareness as to why teachers serving in 

high-minority, high-poverty schools choose to remain at a specific school site, or why 

they choose to leave.  

Attention to the issue of teacher retention is worthwhile for several reasons. First, 

teachers and their level of professional expertise is fundamental to student learning and 

academic success (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Wilson et al., 2001; Kini & Podolsky, 

2016). As members of a professional community, teachers bring a wealth of knowledge 

and institutional memory to the work in classrooms, professional learning communities, 

and systems-level conversations (Johnson, Kraft, & Papay, 2012). As a human resource, 

every successful teacher represents several years of professional capacity building, as 

well as over $7 billion of annual national investment on the part of schools and districts 

(Minarik, M., Thornton, B., Perreault, G., 2003; NCTAF, 2007). Fortunately, the 

research on teacher retention provides insight into effective means to reduce the loss of 

strong and qualified teachers.  

In the interest of informing the teacher retention priority both for this study’s 

broader education network (school district), as well as its focus school, this review seeks 

to establish the root causes of teacher turnover and will provide an overview of 

systems-level interventions that have proven effective in minimizing it. It will further 

explore the role of instructional coaching, and its facilitation of adult learning, as one 

such intervention that is specifically applicable to the context of the action research 
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study. Finally, a range of thinking related to instructional design will be considered as 

frameworks to guide teachers’ conceptual understanding of instructional planning in the 

interest of a heightened classroom learning culture, of career sustainability, and of 

overall student learning. Because this review focuses on the broad scope of teacher 

turnover, it will not encompass a comprehensive meta analysis. Instead, the review will 

cover select studies relevant to the school-site context, as well as to actionable 

interventions through site-based instructional coaching. 

Causes of Teacher Turnover 

The authors of No Dream Denied: A Pledge to America’s Children  (NCTAF, 

1996) point to the fact that “teacher turnover” and “teacher attrition” are terms that are 

often used synonymously. Teacher turnover refers to teacher departures from a 

particular school site or district to move to a new position — or it can indicate departure 

from the profession as a whole. Teacher attrition, on the other hand, specifically denotes 

a teacher’s decision to leave the profession entirely and seek a new career path. As with 

the authors of No Dream Denied, within this work, the term “teacher turnover” will be 

used because it encompasses the overall range of reasons a teacher may leave a teaching 

position. 

Understanding why teachers choose to leave a position, or the profession entirely, 

is essential to improving overall school performance and educational opportunities for 

young people. The research on teacher turnover highlights several causes. Personal life 

changes including marriage, pregnancy, child care needs, or a geographical move, can be 

attributed to approximately 48% of voluntary teacher turnover (Podolsky et al., 2016). 
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Training and organizational factors including teacher underpreparedness, poor hiring 

practices, inadequate administrative support, insufficient induction, and lacking 

professional autonomy for teachers are all central causes of turnover as well (Ingersoll, 

2001; Darling-Hammond, 2003; Levin & Quinn, 2003; Carroll, & Fulton, 2004; 

Podolsky et al., 2016). While salary and teacher shortages are cited as rationales for 

making it hard to both recruit and retain teachers, challenging working conditions 

emerge as a primary reason teachers stay in, or choose to leave, a school or district 

(Ingersoll, 2001; Darling-Hammond, 2003; Johnson et al., 2012; TNTP, 2012; Podolsky 

et al., 2016). Teacher’s individual capacities to sustain work-life balance, avoid isolation, 

and leverage social emotional competencies in the classroom also influence levels of 

burnout, turnover, and attrition (Heider, 2005; Jennings & Greenberg, 2008; Fischer, 

2011). 

Personal life changes represent factors often outside of a site or district’s control. 

Nonetheless, it is worthwhile to note that life changes should be anticipated as a 

predictable component of teacher turnover for any organization (Podolsky et al., 2016). 

Interestingly, retirement accounts for a minor percentage of teacher attrition (Ingersoll, 

2001; Ingersoll et al., 2014; Podolsky et al., 2016). As such, both life changes and 

retirement will not be focus areas for this project, primarily because ongoing teacher 

retention is the emphasis for this study, and also because the majority of the focus-site’s 

teachers are not of retirement age. Instead, this review will emphasize turnover causes 

and interventions that are within a site or district’s locus of control. 
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Salary does impact teacher turnover and some specific points on teacher salary 

are worth noting. Teacher salary has been declining over the last 20 years and in recent 

years, teacher salaries can no longer support a middle-class lifestyle in much of the 

United States (Podolsky et al., 2016). Additionally, teachers can be paid as much as 20% 

less than other professionals with similar levels of training (Darling-Hammond, 2003). 

In high-poverty, urban schools, teachers salaries are often 30% lower than that of 

teachers in higher-income districts (Podolsky et al., 2016). In Oakland, for example, 

starting salaries are lower than most other districts in the area and are among the lowest 

career-spanning salaries in California (National Council on Teacher Quality, 2013). Such 

disparities in salary levels contributes to the phenomena of teachers moving to higher 

paying districts in search of salary increases and better working conditions (Ingersoll, 

2001; Ingersoll et al., 2014; Podolsky et al., 2016). While salaries are largely outside an 

individual school’s control, keeping an eye on salary is important when weighing it 

against other factors that affect teacher retention.  

In high-rent and real estate regions, such as the San Francisco Bay Area, salary 

issues are tied to housing costs and have raised alarms concerning teacher retention as 

well. A May, 2016 San Francisco Chronicle article highlights some of the issues at play 

(Knight & Palomino, 2016). First, the authors report that in San Francisco, 64% of an 

average teacher salary of $65,000 goes to rent — in Oakland, rent accounts for about 

41% of a $58,000 average teacher salary. Interestingly, the San Francisco Unified 

School district faced approximately 400 vacancies, or 11% of the teaching assignments, 

at the close of the 2015-16 school year. This figure represents twice the number of 
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vacancies from five years ago. The teacher’s union attributes this historic turnover to 

cost of living and salary concerns (Knight & Palomino, 2016). Paradoxically, 

maintaining small class sizes, a factor that improves working conditions, can limit a 

district’s capacity for salary increases. In the high-rent, high-cost Bay Area, income 

levels may continue to impact teacher retention within the focus school for this study, 

and salary must be kept central to the priorities of the broader education network as a 

whole. Placing strategic emphasis on working conditions or teacher support, which are 

within a site’s sphere of influence, is essential in light of combined housing and salary 

concerns that can place added stressors on teacher turnover (Podolsky et al., 2016).  

Richard Ingersoll’s 2001 analysis of data from the National Center for Education 

Statistics’ Schools Staffing Survey, and subsequent Teacher Followup Survey, 

considered teacher turnover as it relates to organizational issues and school conditions. 

Ingersoll notes that this approach was a break from previous research which associated 

staffing challenges with teacher shortages, instead of with retention problems related to 

qualities of school management. Ingersoll (2001) found that “...in particular, inadequate 

support from the school administration, student discipline problems, limited faculty 

input into school decision-making, and to a lesser extent, low salaries, are all associated 

with higher rates of turnover, after controlling for the characteristics of both teachers 

and schools” (p. 501). Ingersoll underscores that such factors can and should inform 

staffing-related policy decisions for schools or districts. As Ingersoll’s pivotal research 

on teacher retention finds, when it comes to adequately staffing and sustaining an 

organization, we must pay attention to the problem of teacher retention and not just 
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teacher recruitment. Certainly, if staffing issues are less about a shortage of available 

teachers and more about large numbers of teachers consistently leaving a site or district 

due to working conditions or site-based management, an emphasis on improving 

organizational factors is essential.  

In a current report entitled “Solving the Teacher Shortage: How to Attract and 

Retain Excellent Educators,” (Podolsky et al., 2016) the authors identify four primary 

working conditions factors that impact teacher retention: school leadership and 

administrative support; opportunities for collaboration and shared decision-making; 

accountability systems; and resources for teaching and learning. Highlights from their 

report on each of these factors are as follows. Administrative support and leadership, or 

its lack thereof, can be the number one reason teachers choose to stay or leave a 

particular school or district. Administrative support includes such leadership 

approaches as providing environmental, instructional, resource, and emotional support. 

It includes effective communication and feedback channels, fostering shared 

decision-making, as well as setting high expectations for professional performance. In 

schools where such supports are lacking among school leaders, turnover is impacted 

negatively. Opportunities for collaboration and shared decision making include 

providing teachers with the time and site-based structures to develop collegial 

relationships grounded in advancing professional capacity and student achievement. 

The authors note that teachers want to feel part of a team with a common purpose. 

Without such structures, teachers often feel isolated and are likely to seek out schools 

where they can be part of a collaborative community. Accountability measures that 
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interrupt professional decision-making and teacher collaboration negatively impact 

turnover as well. Such measures include top-down, “scripted” curriculum mandates and 

test-driven instructional directives that limit teachers’ sense of professional autonomy. 

Among teachers who left the profession in 2012, “25% reported that dissatisfaction with 

the influence of school assessment and accountability measures on their teaching or 

curriculum was extremely or very important in their decision to leave teaching” 

(Podolsky et al., 2016, p. 42). Finally, lacking resources, especially in hard-to-staff 

schools, contributes to low morale in the workplace. Resources can range from essential 

instructional supplies and books, to personnel supports that lead to greater instructional 

efficacy. Large class sizes also tie to the area of resources and unsustainable working 

conditions. An ongoing tone of inadequate resources within a site or district inevitably 

leads to frustration among educators and definitely contributes to turnover. The authors 

sum up the impact of working conditions on overall teacher retention and professional 

capacity: “When teachers and students are in schools with weak leadership, little 

collaboration time, punitive accountability systems, inadequate facilities, and limited 

instructional resources, students often struggle to learn, and teachers are less likely to 

experience professional success” (p. 38). 

Teacher preparation and adequate induction support is also key to retention. 

Feeling inadequately prepared to teach their students, especially those with specific 

second-language needs or special learning needs, creates a sense of stress and failure in 

novice teachers (Baron, 2006). Conversely, well-rounded teacher preparation, including 

student teaching experience, observing veteran teachers, receiving timely professional 
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feedback, and gaining an understanding of effective pedagogy, has been found to lead to 

significantly higher retention rates among new teachers as well as a greater sense of 

novice teacher efficacy with students (Darling-Hammond, Chung, & Frelow, 2002; 

Podolsky et al., 2016). Without such training, novice teachers are much more likely to 

leave the profession within the first few years of teaching (Podolsky et al., 2016). 

Complementing strong preparation with comprehensive new teacher induction that 

includes skilled mentoring, feedback, administrative input and support, as well as 

seminars, has also been shown to lead to increased teacher retention, lowered isolation, 

as well as accelerated professional growth (Heider, 2005; Podolsky et al., 2016). 

New teachers often face particularly challenging working conditions that can 

include multiple class preparations, not having their own classroom, larger class sizes, 

and classes encompassing large numbers of students with special learning needs (Baron, 

2006). Stressors such as added duties beyond their teaching assignment, and limited 

access to resources or collegial support can exacerbate this issue, leading to long work 

hours, feelings of inadequacy, and in time, burnout (Baron, 2006). Interestingly, an 

ongoing revolving door of teachers, especially novices, at a given site has been shown to 

have an overall negative impact on workplace culture as well. Such turnover in large 

numbers contributes to increased workload for school leaders, instructional coaches, 

and veteran teachers in terms of professional capacity building as well as weakening 

site-based instructional systems (Guin, 2004). It can also diminish a sense of 

institutional and collaborative memory among staff and impact sustained, ongoing 
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professional learning communities that are central to teacher efficacy 

(Darling-Hammond, 2005; Kirabo & Jackson, 2009).  

The emotional demands of teaching have also been associated with teacher stress, 

burnout, and turnover (Baron, 2006; Jennings & Greenberg, 2008; McCarthy, Lambert, 

O’Donnell, & Melandres, 2009; Fischer, 2011). Leading researchers on burnout, 

Maslach, Jackson, and Leiter (1996), identify burnout as a combination of emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment. Emotional exhaustion 

involves a state of being emotionally depleted and unable to give of oneself, 

depersonalization refers to becoming cynical in relationships and isolating oneself from 

others, and personal accomplishment relates to a person’s self-assessment of their work 

in an often negative light.  

Citing the social and emotional demands of managing an optimal classroom 

climate, and the skills needed to successfully facilitate it, Patricia Jennings and Mark 

Greenberg (2008), place significant importance on teachers’ social and emotional 

competence, highlighting that “emotionally exhausted teachers are at risk of becoming 

cynical and callous and may eventually feel they have little to offer or gain from 

continuing, and so drop out of the teaching workforce” (p. 3). Social and emotional 

competence includes such capacities as self-awareness, emotional self-perceptiveness as 

well as perceptiveness with regard to others, the ability to manage relationships with 

others, and the ability to manage conflicts effectively (Jennings & Greenberg, 2008; 

Collaborative for Academic Social and Emotional Learning, 2016). Limitations in these 

skill sets can impact classroom management, classroom relationships, and result in 
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what Jennings and Greenberg refer to as a “burnout cascade” in which a less than 

optimally managed classroom results in lowered student engagement and heightened 

emotional exhaustion on the part of the teacher trying to manage it. In a related 

survey-based statistical study by Molly H. Fischer (2011) on stress, burnout, and 

secondary teacher retention, the author determined that novice teachers in their first 

five years of teaching with limited preventive coping skills are more likely to experience 

burnout. Fischer further identified that job dissatisfaction can be associated with stress 

and burnout. Based on this association, she notes, “...the possibility of a substantial 

number of teachers remaining the profession if a remedy is found to reduce stress and 

burnout” (p. 22). Like Jennings and Greenberg (2008), Fischer (2011) highlights 

positive and proactive coping skills as important in diminishing both stress and burnout 

among teachers — especially novices. 

In an eloquent editorial titled “Counterpoint: Why do teachers leave the toughest 

schools?” author and teacher Kirsten Ragatz (2014) speaks to the joys and heartache 

that come with teaching young people living in poverty and highly stressful 

environments — an emotional undertaking that she describes as being hard for anyone 

who has not engaged in such work to fully understand. Ragatz writes of her students, 

“All of them were loved, but most had missed many of the experiences we expect 

children to have in their first five years. Each day I had to try to make up for all that they 

had missed, in addition to teaching them what they needed to know to be ready for first 

grade. Each day I went home feeling like a failure.” In order to sustain such work, 

Ragatz stresses the importance of systemic supports that not only fed her professional 
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growth, but also created conditions to make her feel successful with her students. As she 

puts it, “Successfully reaching the children who need us the most, however, is only 

possible in the long term with a strong support system in place.” Ragatz then names the 

very working conditions issues and supports that surface so often in the research: an 

experienced, supportive, talented principal; small class sizes; robust support staff 

including social workers and psychologists to work with children and families; and a 

healthy, engaged school community (Ragatz, 2014; Podolsky et al., 2016). Teachers, like 

other professionals, value respect as well as a sense that they are successful at what they 

set out to do — making a positive impact on the lives and learning of their students 

(Riggs, 2013). The deep need for a sense success with one’s students, as well as an 

ongoing feeling of failure that Kirsten Ragaz speaks to with such honesty, is both a 

logical and a central reason that may lead talented teachers leave the profession 

(Ingersoll, 2001; TNTP, 2012; Rampton, 2015).  

Effective Interventions for Retaining Quality Teachers 

Considering the range of interdependent factors that contribute to teacher 

turnover, the conversation on sustaining exceptional teachers in each and every 

classroom hinges on a systems approach to retention (Minarik et al., 2003). Ensuring 

effective support and retention of quality teachers, especially those serving traditionally 

underserved students, depends on such approaches as supportive leadership, timely 

recruitment, competitive salaries, effectively inducting and retaining promising teachers 

in their initial years of teaching, maintaining and sustaining high professional 

expectations, and creating positive working conditions so teachers thrive in the 
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profession well beyond their first five years in the classroom (Ingersoll, 2001; 

Darling-Hammond, 2003; Ingersoll, 2003; Levin & Quinn, 2003; TNTP, 2012; Podolsky 

et al., 2016; Sutcher, et al., 2016). As Minarik, Thornton, and Perreault (2003) assert, 

“Teacher retention cannot be understood as a function of the individual components 

because there are synergistic effects across the whole system. The impact of the loss, as 

well as the retention, of a single good teacher reaches far beyond that teacher’s 

classroom” (p. 231).  

This question of “synergistic effects” regarding the retention or loss of one strong 

teacher mirrors a central point made by Anthony Bryk and his colleagues when 

considering schools and organizational change: 

“Schools are complex organizations consisting of multiple interacting 

subsystems. Each subsystem involves a mix of human and social factors 

that shape the actual activities that occur and the meaning that individuals 

attribute to these events. These social interactions are bounded by various 

rules, roles, and prevailing practices that, in combination with technical 

resources, constitute schools as formal organizations. In a simple sense, 

almost everything interacts with everything else” (Bryk et al., 2010, p. 45).  

 

While the Framework of Essential Supports (see Appendix A), developed by Anthony 

Bryk and colleagues (2010), places an emphasis on organizational systems to advance 

student learning, it’s premise that within any school, a set of subsystems exist in 

interrelational play to either advance or detract from organizational and academic 

improvement certainly applies to a systems view for teacher retention as well. 

Ultimately, organizing these interdependent systems of essential supports in the interest 

of retaining quality teachers, while advancing student learning and engagement, can 

sustain a dynamic, effective instructional core (see Appendix B) — where teachers 
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fundamentally interact and engage with students around the curriculum (City et al., 

2009; Bryk et al., 2010).  

As has been highlighted throughout this review, a steady turnover of teachers 

within a site or district contributes to an essential breakdown of collective professional 

understanding and alignment regarding the work of the instructional core (Minarik et 

al., 2003; Sutcher et al., 2016). It diminishes the efficacy of the essential supports, as 

one component of the system can have far-reaching effects on all the other supports 

(Bryk et al., 2010). If large numbers of teachers cycle through a school or organization, 

constant effort must be placed on re-establishing shared understanding of the priorities 

and coherence of the instructional core, as well as developing teacher capacity in 

curricular design and student engagement (Darling-Hammond, 2003; Sutcher et al., 

2016). Conversely, retaining strong teachers can significantly contribute to enhanced 

understanding of the collective work of the instructional core, as well as best practices to 

engage students in rigorous curriculum. In short, it can lead to heightened coherence in 

the instructional core, and heightened student learning — two essential elements that 

are central to strong instructional and professional culture and tied to a sense of efficacy 

on the part of teachers (Bryk et al., 2010). Here we see potential ties to three important 

factors for teacher retention: enhanced working conditions through instructional 

coherence, robust and aligned professional communities of practice through staff 

consistency and ongoing participation, as well as increased leadership capacity to 

support such systems because the significant work of developing new teachers and staff 
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members is lessened (Darling-Hammond, 2003; Minarik et al., 2003; Guin, 2004; 

Podolsky et al., 2016).  

The Learning Policy Institute’s 2016 report, cited previously, is worth noting 

explicitly regarding working conditions and suggested effective interventions to retain 

quality teachers. Again, the term “working conditions” points to a range of factors that 

impact teachers’ sense of efficacy, well being, professional connectedness, and 

ultimately, their decision to remain at a school or in the profession. Such factors include 

strong, supportive leadership; committed communities of professional practice; and 

access to a range of available instructional resources. Pointing once again to the 

interdependent nature of factors that impact teacher retention, investing in the 

development of school leaders’ capacity can lead to both teacher retention and 

administrator retention. Specifically, administrators need to develop skills in 

demonstrating responsive support for teachers, fostering positive school climate, 

effectively addressing student behavior issues, as well as including teachers in 

leadership opportunities and important decision-making (Ingersoll, 2001, 2003; Moir, 

2009; Podolsky et al., 2016). Surveying teachers on the quality of their working 

environment is a second effective working-conditions intervention. Such surveys as the 

Teaching, Empowering, Leading and Learning (TELL) survey can be utilized to gather 

teacher input on working conditions and inform plans for school or organizational 

improvement (New Teacher Center, 2017; Podolsky et al., 2016). Additionally, taking 

steps to adjust master schedules, prep periods, block schedules, and professional 

development calendars to facilitate increased quality professional collaboration and 
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learning time for teachers can greatly advance a sense of professional community. 

Allocating resources, including personnel, to insure productive professional 

collaboration and planning is a critical measure for sustaining a learning-focused school 

culture. Ultimately, the authors note, teacher working conditions are also student 

learning conditions. Being immersed in positive and supportive conditions for teaching 

and learning leads teachers to sustain their commitment to the profession, even in 

hard-to-staff schools (Ragatz, 2014; Podolsky et al., 2016).  

Continually developing strong professional learning communities is related to 

healthy working conditions, and fostering a positive professional learning culture makes 

a difference in teacher retention — not only for new teachers, but for experienced 

teachers as well (Darling-Hammond, 2005; Podolsky et al., 2016). Teachers need to 

have access to quality, inquiry-focused professional development as a means to increase 

their sense of efficacy, competence, as well as their desire to stay in the profession 

(Darling-Hammond, 1996, 2005; Holloway, 2003; Moir, 2009). Arguing against the 

ineffective practice of “one-shot” professional development, Darling-Hammond (2003, 

2005) instead advocates for sufficient time and structures to foster ongoing, 

collaborative professional learning experiences among teachers so they can hone 

collective understandings of best practices while also solving problems of practice 

together. She cites such approaches as central to developing positive working 

conditions, teacher professionalism, and student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 

1996, 2003, 2005).  
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Strong, as well as supportive classroom, community, and professional 

relationships all contribute to enhanced instructional cultures that consistently draw 

and retain talented teachers (Palmer, 1998, 2007; TNTP, 2012; Podolsky et al., 2016). 

The Leading Together Program, based on the work of Parker Palmer’s Center for 

Courage and Renewal, has had great success in advancing educator resilience through 

thoughtfully facilitated community-building practices including time for staff reflection, 

responding to open and honest questions, quiet contemplation, reflective listening, and 

expressing appreciation for oneself and one’s colleagues (Rimm-Kaufman, Leis, & 

Paxton, 2014). Additionally, attention to honing meaningful teacher dialogue, fostering 

teacher autonomy and creativity, and providing opportunities to connect with one’s call 

to the profession can increase relational trust, professional integrity, collegiality, and a 

sense of thriving in one’s career (Palmer, 1998; Lipton & Wellman, 2001; Valtierra, 

2016). Notably, connection to one’s values, positive connection with colleagues, as well 

as a sense of control and efficacy in one’s work are all factors that can reduce 

professional burnout (Holloway, 2003; Rampton, 2015). As such, well-rounded 

attention to cultivating a positive culture of adult learning is worth the investment of 

time, community building, and relationship building within a site and an organization. 

Such efforts enhance relational trust, sustain professional communities (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2008; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2014), and can ultimately increase teacher 

retention as well as student achievement (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Darling-Hammond, 

2005; Kini & Podolsky, 2016). 
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One must not lose sight of the fact that human beings — living life with all its 

complexity — embody the role of “teacher”. While systems approaches can provide a 

theoretical and practical framework to conceptualize school improvement, attention to 

the social and emotional well-being of individuals, with needed ties to a sense of 

community, purpose, and integrity, encompass additional effective interventions for 

teacher retention (Jennings & Greenberg, 2008; Palmer, 1998 & 2007; Rimm-Kaufman 

et al., 2014; Rampton, 2015). On an experiential level, reducing teachers’ emotional 

stress, which has direct ties to burnout (Fischer, 2011), can be advanced through such 

practices as mindfulness, receptive listening, fostering self-awareness, 

relationship-centered classroom management skills, as well as developing social and 

emotional competence (Jennings & Greenberg, 2008; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2014). 

Advancing such practices within a school community can provide meaningful adult 

learning experiences to enhance teacher well-being while simultaneously supporting 

their capacity for stronger relationships with students and healthier school and 

classroom environments. Such practices can also increase teacher capacity to be 

successful in working with challenging students, and developing care for the challenging 

emotions — for themselves and for students, alike — that often accompany such work 

(Jennings & Greenberg, 2008; Zakrzewski, 2013). Notably, working with challenging 

student behavior is a key contributor to teacher stress as well as turnover (Ingersoll, 

2003; Geving, 2007). Indeed, as Jennings and Greenberg (2008) assert, “Improvements 

in classroom climate may reinforce a teacher’s enjoyment of teaching, efficacy, and 
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commitment to the profession thereby creating a positive feedback loop that may 

prevent teacher burnout.” (p. 5).  

In a 2012 TNTP report, “The Irreplaceables,” the authors assert that greater effort 

must be made to improve retention of the strongest teachers in urban schools. Likewise, 

the authors argue that too much effort is put towards retaining less than effective 

teachers leading to a blanket approach to teacher retention that is not strategic. In the 

report, “irreplaceables” are defined as “teachers who are so successful they are nearly 

impossible to replace, but who too often vanish from schools as the result of neglect and 

inattention” (p. 2). Positing that school leaders need to put forth effort to both 

acknowledge the positive impact effective teachers make in their classrooms as well as to 

overall school culture, they also need to make deliberate effort to retain the best teachers 

at their site. Interestingly, this piece puts forth a range of simple and low-cost steps 

leaders can take to retain exceptional teachers. These steps include such measures as 

providing regular, positive and developmental feedback on practice, advancing public 

recognition of teacher accomplishments, providing important teacher leadership roles, 

as well as providing teachers with greater access to essential classroom resources. Based 

on TNTP’s research and accounts drawn from a range of surveyed teachers, 

“Irreplaceables who experienced two (or more) of these strategies planned to remain at 

their schools up to six years longer than those who didn’t” (p. 16). 

Lastly, quality teacher preparation and induction positively impacts teacher 

efficacy as well as retention (Ingersoll, 2003; Moir, 2009; Kardos & Johnson, 2010; 

Podolsky, et al, 2016). Teachers with comprehensive preparation experiences that 

Action Research Project  

Copyright ©2017 by Alison Kreider                                                                                                                                 31 



 

include student teaching practicums, observation of skilled educators, in-depth training 

in pedagogy and instructional methods, as well as regular feedback on their practice are 

far more likely to remain in the profession (Darling-Hammond, 1996; Podolsky, et al, 

2016). Continuing pre-service training through high-quality induction supports novice 

teachers as they transition into their first years in the classroom (Moir, 2009). Induction 

refers to a range of professional learning and support for new teachers which may 

include mentoring, instructional coaching, peer learning communities, new teacher 

seminars, lesson study, and regular observation and feedback on classroom practice 

(Ingersoll, 2003; Podolsky, et al, 2016). Ideally, it is also combined with ongoing 

professional development and collaboration opportunities with colleagues (Holloway, 

2003). Here again, the importance of advancing meaningful learning for novice teachers 

through inquiry, ongoing reflection, and timely feedback is fundamental (Darling- 

Hammond, 1996; Moir, 2009; Podolsky, et al, 2016). So, too, is the central role of 

highly-trained mentors and coaches responsible for guiding beginning teachers “in a 

full range of instructional support activities, such as classroom observations, 

coaching, shared lesson planning, and reflection” (Podolsky et al, p. 55). 

Instructional Coaching and Teacher Retention 

Research on instructional coaching and its impact on teacher turnover has found 

that skillful coaching, when embedded within a quality induction program, can have a 

significant impact on increasing new teacher retention, in particular (Ingersoll, 2003; 

Darling-Hammond, 2003). Programs aligned to district or site instructional priorities, 

with well-trained instructional coaches or induction coaches, have been shown to move 
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retention numbers to as high as 85% after five years of teaching — this in comparison to 

the frequently cited 50% turnover rates that are common in the early years of teaching, 

especially in urban schools (Ingersoll, 2001, 2003; Moir 2009). In addition to increasing 

teacher retention, coaching has been found to diminish teachers’ sense of isolation, 

counteracting a primary factor that influences burnout (Heider, 2005; Fischer, 2011). 

Combining instructional coaching with professional communities of practice can have 

far-reaching positive outcomes for new teacher development, teacher collaboration, and 

relational trust (Ingersoll, 2003; Darling-Hammond, 2003; Moir, 2009). 

To have a significant systems-level impact on working conditions and 

instructional alignment, is important that instructional coaching and mentoring is 

skillful (Ingersoll, 2003; Darling-Hammond, 2003; Moir, 2009; Kardos & Johnson, 

2010). Jim Knight (2016) elegantly defines the role of instructional coaches as those 

who “partner with teachers to help them improve teaching and learning so students are 

more successful” (para. 1). High-quality instructional coaching relationships are marked 

by regular, ongoing collaboration between teachers and highly-trained coaches to 

engage in reflection focused on instruction, student learning, and professional growth 

(Moir, 2009; Kardos & Johnson, 2010). Quality coaching is also grounded in advancing 

teachers’ professional efficacy, and their understanding of that efficacy, especially with 

regard to their work with students (Moir, 2009). Furthermore, it emphasizes teachers’ 

capacity to identify and actualize their professional vision and goals, as well as align 

daily professional practice to the vital core of their sense of purpose and integrity 

(Palmer, 1998; Lipton & Wellman, 2001; Garmston & Costa, 2016). Skillful coaching is 
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anchored in evidence of professional practice and raises questions that facilitate 

teachers’ identification of strengths and growth areas to move practice forward and 

advance student learning — it is process-oriented (Lipton & Wellman, 2001; Aguilar, 

2013; Garmston & Costa, 2016). With training, coaches gather evidence of practice 

through ongoing formative assessment and goal setting, consistent classroom 

observations and feedback, and weekly collaborative problem solving and reflection with 

teachers (Lipton & Wellman, 2001; Moir, 2009; Aguilar, 2013; Podolsky, et al, 2016). 

These cornerstones of skillful instructional coaching and mentoring are also grounded 

in classroom practice — emphasizing refinement of instructional strategies, successful 

relationships with students, effective classroom management, analyses of student work, 

and sound curricular planning (Knight, 2007; Kardos & Johnson, 2010; Aguilar, 2013).  

Beyond providing effective supports for new teachers, instructional coaching and 

mentoring roles can offer experienced teachers with meaningful leadership 

opportunities and avenues for new professional learning (Moir, 2009). Such leadership 

opportunities have been shown to have positive effects on veteran teacher retention and 

the advancement of their professional capacity (Moir, 2009; Podolsky et al., 2016). They 

can also increase skilled teachers’ ongoing investment in their learning community 

(Holloway, 2003). Providing instructional coaches and mentors with sufficient training, 

adequate time to engage in coaching activities with colleagues, and a community of 

practice for ongoing support and problem solving can have far-reaching effects on 

teacher efficacy and retention (Podolsky et al., 2016). 
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Conclusion 

Retaining quality teachers is a matter of great urgency in schools, especially 

schools serving traditionally underserved students. While teacher retention has become 

increasingly unstable in recent years, the greatest shifts in retention occur within cities 

and districts, and lean in the interest of individuals and communities with privilege in 

American society as “there is an annual asymmetric reshuffling of significant numbers 

of employed teachers from poor to not poor schools, from high-minority to low-minority 

schools, and from urban to suburban schools” (Ingersoll et al., 2014, p. 23). This 

sobering fact, among many others, makes teacher retention a matter of educational 

equity. Ultimately, successful retention of skilled teachers is central to both student 

achievement and school improvement, especially for underserved and disenfranchised 

students and school communities (Darling-Hammond, 2003; Podolsky, et al., 2016; 

Sutcher, et al., 2016).  

Ongoing teacher turnover leads to a breakdown of collective professional 

understanding and alignment within schools and organizations — especially with regard 

to the important and central work of the instructional core (City et al., 2009). If large 

numbers of teachers cycle through a school or organization, constant effort must be 

placed on re-establishing understanding of instructional priorities, developing teacher 

capacity, and sustaining site culture as well as student engagement (Minarik et al., 

2003; Podolsky et al., 2016). For all of these reasons, retaining strong teachers is 

essential to the efficacy of schools and student learning. 
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Teacher turnover has many root causes that are often interdependent. Among 

them are top-down leadership, inadequate teacher preparation, low salaries and late 

hiring practices, insufficient induction, lacking professional autonomy, and 

unsustainable working conditions (Ingersoll, 2001; Darling-Hammond, 2003; Levin & 

Quinn, 2003; Carroll, & Fulton, 2004; Kraft, & Papay, 2012; Podolsky et al., 2016). 

Finding work-life balance, avoiding isolation, and having social and emotional 

competence in the classroom also influences stress, burnout, and attrition (Heider, 

2005; Jennings & Greenberg, 2008; Fischer, 2011). 

Likewise, teacher retention does not function in isolation — it relies on an 

interrelated set of factors that ultimately foster the causes and conditions which lead 

skilled teachers to want to remain in the profession and at a school. These factors align 

directly to a set of systems-based “essential supports” including effective leadership, 

timely recruitment and hiring, competitive salaries, effective induction, ongoing 

professional development, access to curriculum and instructional resources, skillful 

coaching, honoring teacher autonomy and decision making, and sustaining strong 

communities of professional practice (Levin & Quinn, 2003; Bryk et al., 2010; TNTP, 

2012; Podolsky et al., 2016). These essential supports clearly call for skillful engagement 

of individuals working with one another within the organizational systems that function 

within a school (Bryk et al., 2010). 

Instructional coaching presents a clear avenue to leverage essential supports that 

can increase teacher retention. Done well, it provides teachers with opportunities for 

ongoing professional learning, reflection on practice, and engagement in data-driven 
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cycles of inquiry (Moir, 2009). It advances professional collaboration — within the 

coaching relationship itself, as well as by fostering collaboration among colleagues. 

Instructional coaching that is grounded in regular classroom observations advances a 

strong relational connection to the instructional core while simultaneously lowering the 

all-too-common sense of isolation cited as a root cause of teacher disillusionment and 

burnout (Fischer, 2011). Instructional coaching can guide new teachers through 

meaningful induction and advance all teachers in making important connections to their 

professional goals, sense of professional integrity, and priorities for community 

engagement. Lastly, instructional coaching is a practice of instructional leadership, 

creating daily opportunities to draw the essential lines between school goals, teacher 

practice, instructional decision-making, and student learning. 

Teachers come to this work to make a difference in the lives of children and to 

foster learning (Vocke & Foran, 2017). They come to advance their craft and to become 

members of a community. In the opening lines of her thoughtful piece in The Atlantic 

on the complexity of teacher retention titled “Teachers Wanted: Passion a Must, 

Patience Required, Pay Negligible,” Lillian Mongeau (2015) invites the reader into the 

flurry of preparation and anticipation that penetrates the classrooms and halls on the 

morning before the first day of school. These simple lines touch on the kaleidoscope of 

thoughts, small tasks, worries, and dreams that can go into visioning a successful school 

year. Mongeau writes, “Teachers had come in that morning carrying posters, dry erase 

markers, and cans of Coke to stock their classrooms. They’d come in hoping that this 

year they’d master work-life balance, this year their students would feel success, this 
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year their classes would have a lasting impact. And they came in worrying, too. They 

worried about broken projectors, about the apparent gas leak in the sixth-grade wing, 

about not getting their first paycheck until the end of September, and about the things 

that had happened to their students over the summer that they didn’t yet know about” 

(Mongeau, 2015, para. 2). Providing and maintaining the essential supports to foster 

student learning, to address teacher concerns while also seeing their vision of a 

successful learning year to fruition, is the work of teacher retention. It is the work of 

school leaders, instructional leaders, colleagues, organizations, and of teachers, 

themselves.  

Theory of Action 

A thorough review of the literature on teacher retention and turnover surfaced a 

few fundamental points: teacher retention relies on systems-level supports within a 

school or organization, teacher retention is dependent on a host of interdependent 

systems and best practices, and the term “working conditions” refers to multiple factors 

that can significantly impact teacher satisfaction and ongoing commitment to a site or 

district. To narrow the scope of this study and determine which site-based systems to 

leverage for an effective intervention plan, an inventory of existing essential supports at 

our school proved useful. Specifically, I considered which supports were strong at our 

site, which surfaced as areas of need, and which were outside of my control.  
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Literature Review • Why Teachers Stay 

● Responsive, supportive leadership 

● Professional autonomy and 

decision-making 

● Strong professional community 

● Skillful induction and coaching 

● Competitive salary 
 

● Adequate preparation 

● Meaningful professional 

development and collaboration 

● Positive working conditions and 

school culture 

● Strong social & emotional support 

and competency 

 

Through a process of elimination and reflection on results from a 

staff-satisfaction survey conducted by our organization in the fall of 2016, the existing 

site-based systems that proved to be strong included responsive leadership, teacher 

professional autonomy, skillful coaching, adequate teacher preparation in general, 

ongoing professional development tied to a data-driven site-based goals, and a positive 

school culture and professional community. The factors outside my control included 

competitive salaries, the overall design of some induction program activities because 

that program is delivered by an outside entity, and the quality of teacher pre-service 

learning. As the overview of the problem of practice noted, positive working conditions, 

particularly with regard to teacher workload, rose to the top as the key focus for 

intervention. In analyzing this list, I could see the connections between my role as an 

instructional coach and how I could leverage a range of effective supports in the interest 

of teacher retention. I could also see clear ties to simultaneously fostering deeper 

learning in the instructional core. The vision for a systems-oriented instructional 

coaching approach that could foster teacher retention was formed. 

 

Action Research Project  

Copyright ©2017 by Alison Kreider                                                                                                                                 39 



 

A Systems-Oriented Instructional Coaching Approach 

 

Skillful Coaching  

● Responsive leadership 

● Professional development 

● Professional community 

● Professional capacity 

● Teacher induction 

● Working conditions 

● Student engagement  

● Student learning 

● Social and emotional supports 

 

The Instructional Core 

 

 

 

 

With this framework in mind, the following theory of action was designed to 

shape an intervention plan: 

 

Theory of Action 

Problem of 

Practice 

Literature Review Intervention Expected Change 

High levels of teacher 

turnover contributes 

to significant 

workload and a range 

of practice 

misalignment among 

novice and veteran 

staff.  

 

Significant teacher 

workload, especially 

with regard to 

instructional 

planning, leads to 

long work hours, 

isolation, burnout, 

and attrition. 

Effectively retaining 

teachers requires an 

organizational 

systems-lens with an 

eye on central factors 

that can drive 

teachers out or keep 

teachers loyal to an 

organization. 

 

Working conditions, 

including responsive 

leadership, workload, 

teaching 

assignments, and 

available resources 

are a primary driver 

Conducting 

multi-week 

coaching-driven 

inquiry cycles that 

focus on lowering 

teacher workload by 

increasing teacher 

capacity in strategic 

planning and 

integrating consistent 

academic routines. 

 

The intervention 

process will  respect 

teacher autonomy 

while connecting to 

the organization’s 

Impact on teachers: 

-Increased teacher 

retention 

-Greater sense of 

instructional efficacy 

- Increased sense of 

support and 

professional 

collaboration 

- Lowered planning 

workload  

- Sense of 

comprehensive 

professional, social, 

and emotional 

support through 

coaching 

Action Research Project  

Copyright ©2017 by Alison Kreider                                                                                                                                 40 



 

of teacher turnover 

and retention.  

 

High quality 

instructional 

coaching, grounded 

in inquiry, is an 

important lever to 

advance 

systems-level teacher 

retention. 

 

Teachers are more 

likely to stay 

committed to a 

school where their 

professional 

autonomy is 

respected and 

advanced. 

 

Instructional 

coaching 

relationships present 

an opportunity to 

increase professional 

collaboration, 

professional capacity, 

teacher sense of 

efficacy, and also 

diminish teacher 

isolation. 

teaching framework 

and priorities. 

 

Inquiry work will 

stress academic 

underpinnings, 

rather than 

behavioral routines.  

 

Participants include 

teachers on the 

researcher's coaching 

caseload who are 

engaged in coaching 

inquiry cycles. 

- Increased 

motivation 

 

Impact on 

professional culture: 

- Greater sense of 

support and 

collaboration 

- Teachers and 

coaches share best 

practices that foster 

more sustainable 

workload 

 

Impact on students: 

- Greater intellectual 

autonomy 

- Increased cognitive 

time on content 

rather than 

understanding lesson 

expectations and 

directions 

 

 

The urgency for teacher retention at the Bay Area Institute, as well as for the 

network writ large, ultimately guided the decision to engage in this research. Within the 

focus site, the problem of teacher turnover manifested in a layered and interdependent 

fashion, wherein high levels of teacher turnover contributed to significant workload for 

novice and veteran staff, as well as for school leaders and coaches. In turn, significant 

teacher workload, especially with regard to instructional planning, resulted in long work 
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hours, isolation, and burnout. As such, a method for addressing the issues of workload, 

stress, efficient planning, and productive professional collaboration surfaced as central 

to intervening in teacher turnover. 

My work as an instructional coach was grounded in ongoing collaborative 

conversations with the six teachers on my caseload, as well as an additional four novice 

math teachers who regularly turned to me for support through classroom observations, 

feedback, and engaging in instructional decision making. Additionally, at the onset of 

the school year, I prioritized regular classroom observations across our site and 

conducted between 10 and 15 observations every week. This supported a first-hand 

understanding of classroom practices and instructional priorities across the site. 

Through hours of reflective conversations during the initial three months of school, a 

few big concerns emerged for teachers: the number of hours they were putting into 

instructional planning (often the day before the lesson would be delivered), how to 

create systems to manage student engagement, and a deep longing for greater 

professional collaboration. Considering how to address these concerns that are central 

to teacher turnover through strategically responsive coaching became my focus. 

Lowering my colleagues’ workload through our professional collaboration became the 

priority. 

Intervention Plan 

The literature review informed my understanding of the factors that contribute to 

teacher turnover, as well as the kinds of interventions that best support teacher 

retention. A comprehensive consideration of the insights from the literature led me to 

Action Research Project  

Copyright ©2017 by Alison Kreider                                                                                                                                 42 



 

realize that through my coaching role, attention to systems that support retention, as 

well as social and emotional responsiveness to each teacher with whom I worked, could 

address their working conditions concerns while also supporting their overall sense of 

purpose, well being, and professional efficacy. Simultaneously, the act of focusing on 

instructional practices that facilitate stronger, manageable systems within classrooms 

naturally advanced a rigorous attention to all three facets of the instructional core: 

teacher, content, and students. As such, instructional coaching with teachers that 

included an emphasis on the facilitation of well-designed inquiry cycles, grounded in the 

instructional core, drove the intervention plan. 

Intervention Design Overview - Phase One: Inquiry Cycles 

Activities Connection to Theory 

Consistent, weekly instructional coaching 

conversations  

- ongoing reflections on practice 

- problem solving 

- identifying positive impacts on 

students 

- ongoing collaboration notes with 

specific next steps 

- 6 teacher assigned year-long 

caseload 

- 4 math teachers - site-based new 

teacher coaching support to 

complement work with math coach 

Consistency in regular coaching 

assignments and meetings (Moir, 2009) 

 

Application of core coaching skills and 

practices attributable to highly-trained 

coaching supports (Ingersoll, 2003; Moir, 

2009; Knight, 2011; Podolsky et al., 2016; 

Sutcher et al., 2016) 

 

Include coaching in induction (Podolsky 

et al, 2016) 

 

Inquiry plan development 

- emphasize increasing teacher 

capacity in planning for and 

integrating repeatable learning 

structures 

- theory of action and action plan 

- professional learning plan  

Inquiry-driven professional learning 

advances teacher collaboration and sense 

of efficacy (Darling-Hammond, 1996; 

Moir, 2009) 

Inquiry plan execution and reflection Inquiry-driven professional learning 
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- observation cycles 

- instructional design and 

refinement  

- relevant professional learning 

- student work analysis 

- ongoing feedback  

- inquiry plan summative reflection 

advances teacher collaboration and sense 

of efficacy (Darling Hammond, 1996; 

Moir, 2009) 

 

A range of quality instructional supports 

should inform coaching and induction 

activities (Podolsky et al, 2016). 

 

 

Refinement of Intervention Design Focus - Phase Two:  

“Repeatable Structures” 

 

In the opening lines of the second chapter of Organizing Schools for 

Improvement: Lessons from Chicago (2010), the authors appropriately note that their 

framework “has a social history as well as an intellectual one” (p. 42). I call this 

acknowledgement “appropriate” because the work of schools, indeed, the act of 

unfolding understanding of problems of practice and effective organizational responses 

to such problems, are co-created by the very individuals who are engaged in ongoing 

conversations about teaching and learning. As Bryk and his colleagues underscore, such 

solutions do not “[spring] forth in a pure intellectual form from the solitary reflections 

of some author(s) — with other relevant academic citations dutifully acknowledged, of 

course” (p. 42). So, it was true, in the lived exploration of the problems of practice at 

hand in this study. The literature review began with the question, “What factors increase 

teacher turnover, and what interventions are most effective in decreasing it?” The 

answers to these questions have been illuminated in the preceding pages.  

Through ongoing collaboration with teachers in coaching conversations, 

exploring the questions of workload and teacher turnover, as well as findings from the 
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research on what works and what doesn’t, collectively we landed on the importance of 

working smarter, not harder — especially with regard to lesson planning, checking for 

understanding, monitoring student growth, or developing systems to better facilitate 

small group and independent learning. We landed on the importance of developing 

systems and structures in classrooms known to teachers and students, alike. In the 

profession, we often refer to such systems as “routines” or “procedures” — but these 

phrases can all-too-frequently be equated primarily with classroom management. Yet, 

my colleagues and I — the teachers with whom I engaged in this study’s inquiry work — 

found that focusing on classroom management alone didn’t place adequate emphasis on 

instruction, nor would classroom management procedures decrease lesson and unit 

planning workloads. In time, over the course of multiple conversations with teachers, we 

found ourselves thinking about what I’ve come to call “repeatable learning structures.” 

We thought about how we could design repeatable structures that could be embedded in 

their planning to simultaneously lessen the workload of planning and increase student 

autonomy. We predicted this could also decrease the amount of effort applied to 

managing students in meeting different activity instructions and expectations each and 

every day. Attention turned to planning what teachers and I now commonly call 

“repeatable structures” in our coaching collaboration and inquiry work. 

The refined second phase of the intervention approach landed on developing 

multi-week coaching-driven inquiry cycles that focused on lowering teacher workload by 

increasing teacher capacity in planning for and integrating repeatable learning 

structures that would not need to be re-planned and re-taught on a daily basis. Such 
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structures might include workshop model lesson sequences, strategic use of familiar 

protocols, and consistent academic routines. In the opening pages of The Art of 

Teaching Reading, Lucy Calkins (2001) speaks directly to the concept we were 

considering. Calkins writes, “...it is important to maintain a simple, predictable 

structure because it is the work children do that will be changing and complex. How we 

structure the reading workshop is up to each of us. The important thing is that we 

structure this time, and that we do so in ways our students can anticipate….so that our 

children learn to work productively within the structures” (p. 66). Workshop model 

structures, such as the mini-lesson and small group guided instruction (Calkins 2001; 

Fountas & Pinnell, 2001) proved useful in informing our work as this tested approach is 

grounded in strong repeatable learning structures. Similarly, Expeditionary Learning’s 

curricular development approaches citing the centrality of protocols, routines, and 

expertly manifested transitions in skillful project-based learning classrooms also 

informed our thinking (Berger, Woodfin, Nathan Plaut, & Becker Dobbertin, 2014; EL 

Education, 2016). Ultimately, the specific design of the learning structure aligned to the 

identified teacher workload and student learning needs that surfaced through the 

inquiry process itself. 

Inquiry cycles were driven by an inquiry question and action plan that included 

such coaching-centered professional learning activities as observation cycles, lesson and 

unit design, model colleague observations, student work analysis, and professional 

reading. The inquiry cycles were developed collaboratively between the instructional 

coach and each participating teacher. Over time, ongoing reflection on this range of data 
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informed refinement of instructional practices, surfaced successes, and determined our 

next steps. The body of work was collaboratively assessed and analyzed using guiding 

research questions, and, when appropriate, the organization’s teaching framework.  

Because teacher autonomy and choice is a central component of effective 

coaching as well as supportive of teacher retention, this intervention unfolded by 

invitation with the teachers I coached. In planning for and conducting coaching 

conversations, I sustained a vigilant lens on problem-solving contributing factors for 

increased teacher workload. I used these entry points to explore relevant workload and 

planning concerns with teachers, and, when appropriate, we designed and launched an 

inquiry cycle emphasizing a repeatable learning structure focus.  

As a result of this intervention, the expectation was that the dual factors of 

teacher workload and teacher turnover would be positively impacted through 

coaching-driven inquiry cycles focused on developing repeatable learning structures. 

Specifically, it was anticipated that teachers’ planning workload would be reduced by 

virtue of reducing the amount of specific planning they put into crafting directions, 

expectations, handouts and slides, and ever-changing routines for daily lessons. By 

creating a structured container for learning experiences, more cognitive load could be 

placed on the work of learning rather than the work of understanding the structure for 

what would be happening in class each day. This reduced cognitive load, we believed, 

would play out for teachers and students, alike. We also believed it would heighten 

focused, efficient learning time for students — a vital component of instructional efficacy 

(Bryk, et al., 2010). Additionally, a complementary expectation was that teachers’ sense 
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of support and professional collaboration would increase through the coaching 

relationship and the direct application to planning for classroom practice. There was 

also a potential for sharing of practices that proved to be effective among colleagues. 

Finally, it was also hoped that teachers would feel a greater sense of instructional 

efficacy and motivation over time — especially as student intellectual autonomy 

increased, which we believed would be the case as the predictability of the repeatable 

learning structures fell into place.  

 

Research Methods 

The research and data collection methods used throughout this intervention were 

aligned to coaching practices that employed inquiry cycles and ongoing formative 

assessment of professional practice with teachers. Staff satisfaction surveys were also 

utilized, as they present a sound approach to gathering valuable information about 

factors that can influence teacher turnover and retention (Podolsky et al, 2016; New 

Teacher Center, 2017). These methods were aligned to my intended outcomes for the 

intervention: facilitating coaching-driven inquiry cycles to inform the development of 

repeatable learning structures leading to a lowered sense of teacher workload and an 

increase in teacher retention overall.  

Participants 

Study participants included ten teachers who were directly coached by me as the 

site-based instructional coach. Six of the participants were on my “official” assigned 

caseload and four additional teachers were offered intensive new teacher support by 
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myself and the site’s math coach. These four teachers continued to reach out to me 

throughout the school year for observation support and feedback, as well as 

problem-solving coaching conversations. 

Participants represented teachers at every grade level, 9th-12th, multiple content 

areas, and a range of experience levels from one year to over 10 years. Two of the 

participants were experienced teachers who were new to the site, three were in their first 

year of teaching, two were in their second year teaching, three were in their second year 

at the site, and two were site veterans having taught on site for over four years. One of 

the site veterans was a founding teacher.  

Data Collection: Qualitative Instruments 

Utilizing coaching tools for ongoing formative assessment of professional practice 

was central to the coaching work for this project. The tools were drawn from New 

Teacher Center’s (2012) Formative Assessment System (FAS). While the FAS model was 

designed to guide high-quality teacher induction and mentoring (New Teacher Center, 

2012), the FAS tools also proved to be useful in ongoing coaching work with experienced 

teachers. Coaching tools provided an anchor for such coaching work as goal setting, 

reflecting on data, engaging in observation cycles, designing inquiry cycles, analyzing 

students work, and guiding and documenting key insights surfaced in coaching 

conversations. In addition to a selection of FAS coaching tools, an ongoing research 

journal was also utilized to gather important insights throughout the course of the 
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project. A brief overview of the central FAS coaching tools used in this project are as 

follows: 

Collaborative Assessment Log 

The Collaborative Assessment Log (New Teacher Center, 2012) is a formative 

assessment tool used in most coaching conversations to guide reflection on teaching 

practice. The tool highlights four areas of focus: what’s working, focus or challenges, 

next steps, and support needed. It guides an emphasis on successes as well as areas for 

focus and acts as a means for mutual accountability to next steps. Over time, collected 

Collaborative Logs can provide a useful form of documentation regarding the shifting 

successes, focus areas, and precise next steps that surface throughout the coaching 

relationship (New Teacher Center, 2012).  

Individual Learning Plan: Professional Goals 

Setting professional goals in a formal fashion grounds the work of an entire 

coaching year and connects that work to specific growth areas aligned with the 

organization’s professional teaching standards and model of effective instruction. The 

Individual Learning Plan acts as a tool for synthesizing and capturing these goals. After 

assessing on a teaching practice rubric, specific, manageable “SMART” sub-goals are 

developed for each of the organization’s professional standard elements, and an 

overarching goal is developed to pull together the big vision for growth in professional 

practice. Rubric assessment is useful in establishing these goals, as the process 

facilitates the determination of specific growth areas for each individual teacher’s 
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practice and professional development (New Teacher Center, 2012). In the case of our 

organization, four standard elements guided the work: culture of learning, essential 

content, academic ownership, and demonstration of learning — based on the TNTP Core 

Teaching Rubric (TNTP, 2017). Establishing professional goals created one of several 

entry points for developing meaningful repeatable learning structures with teachers, 

serving as a means to advance their sense of professional autonomy as well as a measure 

for their professional efficacy.  

Inquiry Action Plan 

The Inquiry Action Plan guides the development of a multi-week inquiry cycle 

that is aligned to a teacher’s professional goals (New Teacher Center, 2012). It includes 

crafting an inquiry question, identifying a content focus area, case-study students, and 

intended student outcomes. The Inquiry Action Plan further identifies specific strategies 

to implement in the classroom, including a detailed outline for the plan progression, as 

well as evidence to gather for reflection on the central question and the efficacy of the 

applied strategies (New Teacher Center, 2012). Because the Inquiry Action Plan is 

aligned to professional goals and is job embedded, it provides an excellent avenue for 

meaningful professional development for teachers — addressing a central working 

conditions area that can impact teacher retention (Darling-Hammond, 2005; Podolsky 

et al., 2016; Sutcher et al., 2016). The Inquiry Action Plan was a central component to 

planning for and reflecting on the implementation of repeatable learning structures with 

participating teachers.  
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Observation Notes: Scripting and Seating Chart Diagrams 

Classroom observations provide a first-hand low-inference account of classroom 

practice, as well as an important data point for ongoing reflection in coaching 

conversations (Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 2009; New Teacher Center, 2012). 

The “selective scripting” (New Teacher Center, 2012) observation approach, also 

referred to as “selective verbatim” note-taking (Glickman, et al., 2009), involves 

gathering select data on practice related to an identified focus area. This tool and 

approach includes gathering low-inference data on timing as well as what the teacher 

and students are saying and doing related to the observation focus (See Appendix C). 

The “seating chart” approach, which involves diagramming the classroom being 

observed, is used in collecting such data as what specific students are saying and doing, 

levels and the nature of student engagement, as well as teacher directed attention, 

questions, and supports (Glickman, et al., 2009; New Teacher Center, 2012). 

Observation data using these tools was a means to collect and reflect upon the nature of 

classroom implementation, as well as student engagement and outcomes as a result of 

planned inquiry work.  

Additional Inquiry-Related Documentation 

In addition to the above listed coaching tools, relevant documents were gathered 

depending on the nature and design of specific inquiry plans. For example, if an inquiry 

plan included observing a veteran teacher colleague, observation notes and discussion 

notes with that teacher could prove to be relevant data for analysis. Teacher lesson plans 
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and classroom resources could also provide meaningful data. In short, any 

documentation from a specific inquiry plan applying a repeatable learning structure was 

gathered and organized for analysis. 

Data Collection: Quantitative Instruments 

Mid-Year and Year-End Coaching Support Survey 

Two coaching support surveys, grounded in questions drawn from the 

organization’s network-level Staff Satisfaction Survey, were also conducted and the 

results considered (see Appendix D). It is important to note that the Mid-Year Coaching 

Support Survey asked respondents to recall their answers on the fall organization-level 

Staff Satisfaction Survey to the best of their capacity. This step was taken because access 

to the respondents’ input on the original Staff Satisfaction Survey was impossible to 

acquire. The Coaching Support Surveys sought such information as levels of teacher 

satisfaction with a range of working conditions issues, overall coaching efficacy, as well 

as coaching approaches that proved to be most impactful. The Coaching Support 

Surveys included Likert scale and short answer questions. The ten teachers who engaged 

in coaching work relevant to this study were surveyed. 100% of those surveyed 

responded to both the Mid-Year and Year-End Coaching Support Survey.  

Teacher Retention Data 

Overall teacher retention data was gathered for the academic year in which the 

action research project was conducted, as well as the academic year preceding this study 
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(2016-17 and 2015-16, respectively). A spreadsheet was developed to gather such data 

points as teacher retention, teacher grade level and content area, years teaching, years at 

the focus site, pre-service training background, and coaching assignments (see 

Appendix E). These data points were selected based on demonstrated factors that 

impact teacher retention and turnover (Darling-Hammond, 2005; Podolsky et al., 2016; 

Sutcher et al., 2016). 

Data Collection Plan 

Coaching: Inquiry Cycles with  

Repeatable Learning Structures 

Data Collection Methods 

Teacher sense of workload  Pre- and Post-Coaching Support Survey 

 

Research Journal: Note self-provided 

information by participants (staff 

appreciations, reflections, etc.) 

Plan for workload strategy Inquiry Action Plans 

Collaborative Logs 

Individual Learning Plans 

Instructional application and 

implementation 

 

Collaborative Logs 

Observation notes 

Lesson plans/slides/handouts 

Instructional efficacy Collaborative Logs 

Observation notes 

Rubric reflections 

Staff Satisfaction Survey Follow Up Data Collection Methods 

Teacher sense of workload  Pre- and Post-Coaching Support Survey  

Impact of coaching on teacher sense of 

workload 

 

 

 

Pre- and Post-Coaching Support Survey  

 

Short answer survey questions 
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Teacher sense of professional 

collaboration 

Pre- and Post-Coaching Support Survey 

 

Process data: Collaborative Logs, 

self-provided information by participants, 

staff appreciations and reflections 

Factors that lead to a heightened sense of 

workload 

 

Strategies that lead to a lowered sense of 

workload 

Pre- and Post-Coaching Support Survey 

 

Process data: Collaborative Logs, 

self-provided information by participants, 

staff appreciations and reflections 

Big data on Retention Data Collection Methods 

Teacher retention rates End of year retention data 2016, 2017 

Retention rate patterns 

Who stays 

Who coached them 

Years of experience 

Training level 

Grade level 

Content area 

Other relevant factors 

Retention Data Spreadsheet 

 

Data Analysis 

Qualitative Coaching Data 

The following questions guided the analysis of the collected qualitative coaching 

data described in the previous section, including such documentation as ongoing 

Collaborative Log notes, teacher professional goals, inquiry plans, observation notes, 

and the researcher journal:  

● What factors contribute to teachers’ sense of workload sustainability, or lack 

thereof? 

● Can instructional coaching lead teachers to design and implement familiar, 

repeatable lesson structures? 
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● Does designing and implementing repeatable learning routines and familiar 

lesson structures affect teachers' sense of workload sustainability?  

● Does instructional coaching positively impact teachers’ sense of workload 

sustainability?  

To analyze the qualitative data, I developed a coding system and database that aligned 

with the focus questions. The qualitative data collection instruments described in the 

Research Methods section, above, were gathered during coaching sessions and 

classroom observations. Using the focus questions, coding system, and database, I 

organized relevant data from the data collection instruments. This process of organizing 

and sorting data related to the central research questions made it possible to see 

patterns that emerged in the coaching work and teacher reflections.  

Survey Data 

I analyzed the pre- and post-Coaching Support Survey Likert scale data by 

identifying increases or decreases in percentages on the mid-year and year-end survey 

responses according to the four survey response options: strongly agree, agree, disagree, 

and strongly disagree. I also compared responses to identical questions from our 

organization’s Staff Satisfaction Survey, conducted in the fall, and noted patterns 

between this study’s participant responses (ten teachers total) in comparison to 

response patterns for our entire staff (27 total, including administrators).  

To organize the short answer data from the Coaching Support Survey, I first 

downloaded the response data into a spreadsheet. This allowed me to sort responses by 

grade level and code to study any emergent patterns. I also organized the responses for 
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the the short-answer questions so each response had it’s own cell in the spreadsheet 

which I could then code. This allowed me to sort data by code to identify trends related 

to my focus questions and intended outcomes.  

Retention Data 

By creating a teacher retention spreadsheet database, I was able to sort data 

according to basic demographic information, such as teacher grade level and subject, as 

well as key factors that contribute to teacher turnover, such as level of training or 

working conditions concerns. This spreadsheet also indicated relevant retention 

information for each teacher. By sorting the spreadsheet first for retention (retained or 

not retained) I could then analyze patterns and trends that emerged across other data 

points relevant to broader national trends in teacher turnover. Overall retention data for 

the 2015-16 academic year as compared to the 2016-17 academic year provided 

information about general retention trends according to grade level, content area, and 

percent increase or decrease in teacher turnover.  

Findings 

The intention of this intervention was to positively impact teacher’s sense of 

workload sustainability by co-creating repeatable learning structures through 

coaching-driven inquiry cycles.  An analysis of the data highlighted strong indicators 

that the intervention led to a dual success of teachers implementing their planned 

repeatable learning structures, as well as the coaching process leading to refinements in 

those structures and an overall sense of greater workload sustainability. Implementation 

data specifically showed that teachers tailored the notion of repeatable learning 

Action Research Project  

Copyright ©2017 by Alison Kreider                                                                                                                                 57 



 

structures and applied them in their classrooms, and that coaching structures facilitated 

these efforts. Furthermore, impact data shed light on increased teacher retention, as 

well as the positive value teachers placed on coaching, designing and implementing 

repeatable learning structures, and engaging in problem-solving reflective coaching 

conversations (Lipton and Wellman, 2001). There were a few salient themes that 

emerged in analyzing the data. First, was the importance of honoring teacher autonomy 

to respond to pressing working conditions concerns that were emerging within their 

sphere of influence. Using the flexible, universal concept of “repeatable learning 

structures” in ongoing coaching work was an approach teachers could adopt and make 

their own. Leveraging coaching plans and conversations to reflect on and refine planned 

repeatable learning structures advanced higher-quality implementation. And, finally, 

there was an evident parallel process of utilizing “repeatable coaching conversation 

structures” to effectively guide inquiry work and ongoing reflection.  

Implementation Data: Inquiry Cycles and Repeatable Structures 

Inquiry cycles provide a teacher-driven approach to professional learning and 

development (Darling Hammond, 1996; Moir, 2009). Their design is central to their 

implementation (New Teacher Center, 2012). As the inquiries for this action research 

project took shape, the importance of responsiveness to teacher autonomy, acting on 

entry points, as well as the coaching skills of clarifying and summarizing ideas, proved 

central to guiding the work. Analysis of the implementation data surfaced some 

important patterns. First, each teacher’s plan to address workload concerns was unique 

and individualized. Additionally, all teachers implemented some form of repeatable 
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learning structures in their classroom, demonstrating investment in the approach. 

Initial designs of repeatable structures, once implemented, were also refined and 

iterated upon to improve the overall structure in most cases. Lastly, repeatable 

structures that were guided by a robust inquiry plan led to more robust implementation 

of classroom practices and heightened successes for teachers and students, alike. To 

provide context, the design and nature of the action research intervention will be 

explored in narrative form (Craig, 2009). The intention is to shed light on examples of 

the strategies teachers implemented in their classrooms. The following narratives will 

illuminate two inquiry plan cycles.  

Engaging in Inquiry: Case One 

In this case, the central working conditions issue was tied to the focus teacher’s 

extensive daily planning of activities to match content. The planning time took hours, 

leaving the focus teacher exhausted and struggling to maintain a sense of work-life 

balance. Additionally, the ever-changing classroom tasks and expectations usually 

required daily, time-consuming input with students about protocols, activity 

instructions, and completion requirements. Large class sizes added to the workload, 

resulting in more students to manage, often in learning experiences that were new to 

them. A heavy cognitive load existed regarding planning and managing new activities on 

the part of the teacher, as well as understanding and following through on tasks and 

expectations on the part of the students. Sometimes, the plans went well. Sometimes, 

they didn’t — resulting in a spiraling sense of exhaustion, and occasional overwhelm, for 

all involved. To make matters worse, this teacher-centered classroom picture hardly 
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aligned with the teacher’s professional vision to “develop learning experiences in which 

all students will have the opportunity to engage in independent and collaborative critical 

thinking to advance their content-based learning.”  

To address the complex issue at hand, together we devised a plan to develop and 

implement a repeatable learning structure within a series of lessons culminating in a 

Socratic Seminar. To prepare for this work, we first visited a veteran teacher who 

successfully utilizes repeatable learning structures with his students on a daily basis. 

Specifically, the veteran teacher applies workshop model strategies including such 

practices as daily independent reading, guided reading, peer revision protocols, selective 

annotation strategies, and weekly lesson agendas that students use in guiding their own 

learning. Because the focus teacher for this case study was newer to the profession, 

providing a mental model for what repeatable learning structures can look like in 

classroom practice was a vital component of our inquiry plan.  

The notion of “repeatable structures” was met with enthusiasm when I first 

shared it with this teacher, who expressed a great deal of gratitude, as “the idea of 

repeating a lesson structure was never introduced to me before this.” To move forward, 

we selected additional professional learning including studying such repeatable learning 

structures as mini-lesson planning guides, understanding guided and small group 

reading protocols (Calkins, 2001; Fountas & Pinnell, 2001), and watching videos of 

repeatable learning structures in action in a range of classrooms. Through these 

professional learning experiences, as well as considering existing structures with which 

the focus teacher’s students were familiar, we summarized key insights in our coaching 
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conversations and applied them to the development of an “inside outside circle” 

workshop structure that repeated for a series of seven lessons leading up to the Socratic 

Seminar.  

Through this inquiry and implementation, the teacher was interested in seeing a 

stronger use of structures in an entire class period from “start to finish in a lesson” and 

was also interested in building personal capacity in “naming and following through on 

expectations for learning as well as participation.” There were some structures that were 

already in place in this classroom that could be leveraged, including students 

understanding how to complete small-group collaborative tasks with a facilitator, a 

“strong start” beginning-of-lesson routine, and the use of a few sharing protocols. The 

designed intervention for the inquiry took these structures and incorporated additional 

concepts drawn from our shared professional learning. Specifically, the repeatable 

structure included a workshop timing format, along with expectations and tools for 

engagement within each component of the workshop. The workshop format itself 

consisted of three timed segments. In the initial 15 minute segment, students had 

independent work time for silent, individual reading and research. The second segment 

consisted of two simultaneous learning “circles” — the “inside circle” was reserved for 

facilitated small group discussions of the reading(s) and the “outside circle” engaged 

students in a selection of learning options including independent reading, partner work, 

or computer-based research, as needed. Students were provided a range of readings, 

websites, podcasts, and videos as sources to study and were tasked with gathering 

information relevant to the Socratic Seminar essential question in a note-taking guide. 
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Clear expectations were facilitated by the application of identical daily learning and 

engagement routines, as well as the use of the same note-taking guide across all the 

“inside outside circle” lessons. These guides were aligned to clear, firm completion 

expectations and deadlines. Organization was fostered through the creation of Socratic 

prep resource packets including timelines, calendars, expectations, all note-taking 

guides, readings, and links to resources. To gain insight on the efficacy of the plan, we 

scheduled observations of the roll out of the structure, as well as in follow up lessons 

that included subtle refinements to the plans. We also reflected on student work 

captured in the Socratic prep note-catchers that were central to the repeatable learning 

structure. 

The launch of this lesson sequence resulted in a considerable positive shift in 

student participation and engagement as evidenced in a formal coaching observation, an 

administrative team “walkthrough” observation, and the teacher’s observations 

throughout the day’s lessons. The structured lesson sequence also provided the teacher 

with a clear vision for two full weeks of repeatable lessons that would end in a significant 

performance task, thus interrupting the pattern of late night planning for the next day’s 

lesson. While a good deal of work went into organizing materials, resources, and the 

design of the repeatable structures, the teacher also had all of these tools for use in 

future units of study.  

The observations and reflection on the lesson series launch surfaced insights that 

lead to refinements in the overall plan, with minor shifts to future lessons — a nominal 

workload addition in comparison to the focus teacher’s previous experience of 
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developing novel lessons, tasks, PowerPoint slides, and handouts for students on a daily 

basis. Specifically, analysis of the observation notes and student work showed us that 

the inside/outside circle model increased student and teacher capacity to engage in 

meaningful discussions about the readings, that students who engaged in strong 

discussions did not have misunderstandings about the content and readings, that 

students did significantly more thoughtful writing and notetaking on their note-taking 

guides in this structure, and that students were engaged in reading “A LOT!” throughout 

the lesson.  Areas for refinement included recognizing the need for stronger facilitation 

of small group dynamics in reading discussions, realizing that the titles and numbers of 

documents and some basic organization components could move the routine along or 

disrupt it (for example, at the onset of the lesson sequence, the readings were not 

numbered clearly which created some confusion), and that transitions between the 

independent reading and inside/outside circles had to be tightened up to maximize 

learning time. Identified next steps included several specific adjustments. Drawn 

directly from our Collaborative Log, we noted the need to: 

● eliminate confusion about articles and which articles to read 

● have a high bar for completion of the graphic organizers and note taking 

● design an approach to reset the outside group so my focus doesn't get split 

● be more thoughtful about small group groupings and/or providing feedback and 

guidance to groups in their discussions to increase quality of discussions  

● provide clear labeling and numbering of all resources 

● practice the routine for cleaning up at the end  

● step back on all the transitions - take notes using clipboard system on what is 

happening, give immediate feedback, and reset expectations 
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● share exemplar student work for notes and graphic organizers to raise the bar 

● watch a Socratic video so all students have greater clarity on what they will 

engage in during the Socratic, itself 

 

Looking back on this work, what is notable is that because the lesson structure was 

repeatable, the teacher and I were able to identify these adjustments, determine 

refinements, and then act on them the next day and in future lessons. Because lessons 

and structures were ever-changing prior to this inquiry, coaching conversations about 

detailed lesson refinements were less likely, and we could not leverage the promise of 

ongoing iteration and integration of a learning structure within the classroom.  

This inquiry cycle covered a six-week span and ended in December, just prior to 

the winter recess. At the close of the inquiry, the focus teacher and I reflected on the 

process, the successes, challenges, and considerations for next steps. The teacher was 

able to see positive shifts in practice based on our organization's model of effective 

instruction in the domains of “academic ownership” and “culture of learning.” We saw 

increased student autonomy in small group discussions and independent reading, a 

decrease in student reliance on teacher directions, higher-quality notes and 

comprehension of complex non-fiction readings, and more seamless transitions and 

overall pacing of the lessons. Effort in class, on the part of both the teacher and the 

students, shifted away from understanding directions and management, and towards 

reading and small group discussions about content. A written reflection by the teacher 

provides additional insight regarding implementation: “During the launch, I spent 20 

minutes introducing the workshop and task to students; following this day, the agenda 
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slides in the deck show that the workshop commenced immediately following the Do 

Now. Observation notes also show that students executed the workshop structure with 

increased autonomy each day I used it.” Students also demonstrated an increased 

capacity to facilitate understanding of the readings and concepts within small group 

discussions. They regularly turned to one another with clarifying questions or to seek 

help, instead of to the teacher. The repeatable structure underscored a process of 

identifying, interpreting, and gathering relevant evidence to answer an essential 

question, which culminated in students provided meaningful oral evidence to support 

their thinking in the Socratic Seminar. The teacher reflected that “While the Socratic 

Seminar itself was a great success for student academic ownership, the workshop 

lessons leading up to the Socratic provided the structures for students to deeply 

understand the content that they would discuss in the culminating seminar discussion.” 

In terms of next steps, we identified an interest in refining the teacher’s skill in 

using the workshop model, with a specific goal of increasing capacity for small group 

instruction within the workshop. This interest was based in part on some inaccuracies 

that we saw in student sharing within the Socratic Seminar, leading the teacher to want 

to learn more about how to provide effective, timely feedback on content understanding 

and developing sound arguments during Socratic prep lessons. Because of the overall 

success of the repeatable learning structures approach, the teacher was also interested 

in developing additional repeatable learning structures that would foster student skill 

development in content-specific practices and ways of thinking.  This interest led to a 
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second inquiry cycle in the spring, and subsequent year-long unit planning for the next 

academic year.  

Engaging in Inquiry: Case Two 

This case began with my colleague turning to me and saying “If I don’t get this 

paper load and grading load figured out, I won’t be able to sustain myself in this 

profession.” Clearly, this was a salient entry point for developing a working 

conditions-oriented inquiry plan. In addition to getting the grading load under control, 

this teacher was also holding the bigger question of how to hold students accountable to 

completing homework assignments thoughtfully and taking ownership of their 

comprehension of the content. This teacher was exposed to a wide range of ideas on the 

value of doing less grading, having read much on the subject. The lingering question 

being held was how, exactly, to do it while also aligning to personal values and a sense of 

integrity. More importantly, this teacher was interested in how to do it in such a way as 

to increase student autonomy, illuminating a secondary workload factor that was at play 

— the teacher’s sense that students were not taking notable responsibility of their 

assignments, reading, homework, and grades.  What was perceived as a lack of attention 

and urgency on the part of several students for thoughtful reading, note-taking, and 

keeping track of assignments and deadlines created a management workload, as well as 

a heightened sense of frustration, for this teacher that needed to be addressed. It 

became the focus for an Inquiry Action Plan that we developed collaboratively. 

In considering the parameters of our Inquiry Action Plan, a few potential 

interventions surfaced: developing consistent annotation practices for reading and 
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homework that all students could apply; developing a calendar for regular weekly 

homework quizzes based on assigned readings; and creating a regular, simple system for 

formatively assessing student reading annotations and assignment completion. Through 

our coaching conversations, problem solving and clarifying core issues and solutions, we 

used the the Inquiry Action Plan to develop a theory of action. The teacher landed on 

this plan: “If I embed annotation strategies in reading AND I have a weekly quiz AND I 

formatively assess daily homework for quality annotation THEN will I will have a 

greater understanding of student content comprehension and students will have 

increased content understanding and motivation.” To carry out this plan, we then 

developed a set of actions to try. They included the following: 

● Check off homework annotation/ responses on clipboard at start of class  

 

● Create quizzes each Tuesday that include verbatim questions from daily readings 

(lower Depth of Knowledge (DOK) levels multiple choice; higher DOK levels 

short answer) 

 

● Track six focus students in three categories in the same class, to assess impact on 

quiz and test scores  
2

 

● Each Wed/Thurs block, follow up with three-on-one meetings with students who 

failed Tues quiz to review all work from the prior week 

 

● Have student volunteers input homework completion grades each week  

 

We had homework annotations and responses, weekly quizzes, unit tests, teacher 

clipboard annotations, and observation notes as data points to reflect on the plan’s 

implementation and efficacy in an ongoing fashion. Additionally, the inquiry plan 

2  The three categories of focus students reflected areas of need in reading as assessed by the teacher. 

These areas included strong readers who were easily distractible, struggling readers who were not 

identified as language learners, and English Language Learners.  
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aligned to two aspects of the teacher’s professional goals. First, in the area of academic 

ownership, the teacher intended to “use formative assessment data to inform planning 

and to set up tasks that facilitate student ownership of the task/learning.” In the area of 

demonstration of learning, a supporting goal was to “get into the practice of formatively 

assessing student understanding and misunderstandings within class by observing, 

taking notes, and using a clipboard organizer system.” 

To provide a sense of timeline, the initial concerns that informed this inquiry 

surfaced in December, 2016. Based on teacher reporting and through classroom 

observations, by January 12th, 2017, annotation plans and practices, homework checks, 

and weekly quizzes were in place, and we were able to analyze focus student work. In a 

coaching session, the teacher reported that “many students are diving into the reading 

and there are several strong students who are able to guide their groups” and “I’m 

feeling more connected with who is getting homework done, who isn’t, more aware of 

needs and moods of students.” Additional initial successes included the teacher 

reporting being “pleased with how the start of class is going for the first time this year.” 

The onset of the intervention also surfaced next steps including looking more closely at 

student work of those students who failed the weekly quizzes for patterns that emerged 

in their work that could show misconceptions as well as considering what strategic 

support and specific, timely feedback could be offered to students to advance content 

understanding. The teacher recognized these next steps were possible, in part, because 

“[the] data set from the quiz really narrow[ed] the playing field in terms of student work 

to look at more closely to inform next steps for individualized support.”  The selection of 
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focus students also enabled the teacher to recognize that English Language Learners 

demonstrated need for additional supports with the assigned readings based on an 

analysis of the first quiz results.  

Moving into February, 2017, the teacher and I continued to engage in reflective 

conversations regarding the progress of the inquiry plan and analyzed focus student 

work. During homework checks, the teacher followed through on opportunities to do 

“more of a formative assessment of quality annotation in real time” and provide 

students feedback, noting that “when consistently looking at homework and I see they 

wrote a phrase rather than a few sentences, [I] gave feedback on that in the moment.” In 

our analyses of student work we saw some increases in student homework completion, 

especially among the stronger readers. We also recognized a correlation between 

homework completion and proficiency on the weekly quizzes, which made sense as the 

homework readings provided essential content for success on the quizzes, and more 

importantly, in projects and more significant academic tasks. These patterns led the 

teacher to make a decision to iterate on the inquiry plan, and “as of next week’s reading 

quiz, if [a student] failed 3 out of 4 then [they would] need to hand in [their] folder - this 

will be fewer [students] than I was looking at before in terms of work”, thus providing 

an avenue to “keep an eye out on students who are failing” as well as the ability to 

“spend more time looking at their work more deeply - [with an] eye on annotations, 

notes, quality of interaction with the text (however they may do it).” 

As was the case with other teachers who engaged in the development of 

repeatable structures in their classes, the design often led to more work at the onset and 
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then, with iteration and consistency, that workload subsided. In the case of this inquiry, 

on February 15, 2017 my colleague expressed a great deal of frustration about 

coordinating assignment expectations, homework checks, quizzes, folder collection, and 

feedback. As they  put it, “I hole punch every paper I give them — there’s lots of 
3

organization going into homework and tracking homework. I’m doing all the things I’m 

supposed to do with homework, yet students are talking about not having homework 

credit and not tracking it.” Despite getting systems in place, the teacher had the sense of 

engaging in a great deal of micromanaging, and the intention around advancing student 

ownership of their academics and homework seemed to be floundering. To address 

these issues, the teacher re-committed to the higher priority of holding to and 

streamlining existing systems to raise student accountability for completing and 

organizing their assignments, as well as being motivated to take ownership for engaging 

in core readings. One strategy that was folded into the system was adopting a colleague’s 

“binder check” system, as it was familiar to students and addressed the issue of 

organization with ease.  

This inquiry progressed through the end of March, 2017, and at its close, we 

reflected on the process. One unexpected outcome surfaced regarding the teacher’s 

sense of big picture professional growth. The teacher reflected, “I’ve cracked something 

I’ve wanted to crack for a long time: whose work am I looking at and why am I looking at 

it? I’ve been teaching enough to understand what it is that I value. I’ve gotten a lot of 

advice over the years about things to do but I found I could never just act on the advice 

3  The gender neutral pronouns “they” and “them” will be used to protect the focus teacher’s identities.  
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because the connection to my values wasn’t there.” There were positive outcomes for 

students as well. Quizzes continued to illuminate those students who needed additional 

content support with the core readings and the teacher was able to “do meetings with 

five people at a time and have a discussion with them. I can give general advice about 

their understanding, reading, answers and give actual nuanced feedback.” These 

students receiving additional small group content support, including having their 

folders collected for feedback, were affectionately known as the “folder flock” and in the 

end the teacher reported “they understand why they are there, they understand how to 

make use of the opportunity. They thank me because they understand it is to support 

them.” Additionally, all of the focus students who regularly attended class showed at 

least a 50% increase in homework completion as well as earning As and Bs on 

significant assessments and projects. Moving forward, the teacher recognized the 

importance of “holding the systems and sustaining them” as well as “continuing to touch 

base on efficacy of the systems created this year.” 

Additional Inquiry Trends 

Both cases described above show some of the hallmarks of the concerns and 

solutions developed by participating teachers in this action research study. Teachers 

were interested in advancing student autonomy, lowering workload regarding planning 

and grading, supporting students in revising their work, and facilitating stronger 

collaboration among students in small group learning experiences. Teachers were 

interested in advancing their professional capacity in such areas as giving feedback, 

crafting feedback protocols for students to utilize, designing workshop lessons and 
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formats that would support multiple small groups operating simultaneously, leading 

guided reading and writing groups, and implementing strategies to insure the strategic 

use of technologies in providing personalized learning supports. As was noted in the 

introduction, all teachers in this study engaged in some form of implementation of 

repeatable learning structures in their classrooms and three teachers on the researcher’s 

caseload completed robust inquiry cycles.  

Interestingly, through anecdotal evidence and professional conversations with 

colleagues, the notion of “repeatable learning structures” took hold among coaches and 

administrators within the site and across our organization. The phrase was used 

regularly among coaching colleagues and within our bi-weekly organization-based 

coaching meetings. This informal adoption of the “repeatable learning structures” 

concept among coaches and leaders made it possible for teachers to engage with their 

coaches on the subject, even if they were not on the researcher’s formal caseload. In 

time, it is possible that a shared understanding of repeatable learning structures can be 

formalized within the organization to foster collaboration among teachers and sharing 

of successful practices. 

Although the overall implementation data indicates successes in actual design 

and follow through of the use of repeatable learning structures in classrooms, there was 

not a 100% success rate in terms of designing robust Inquiry Action Plans and cycles 

with every teacher. Additionally, while all teachers implemented some form of 

repeatable learning structure in their classrooms, and 100% of those surveyed found the 

approach to be successful in lowering their sense of workload, the depth of 
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implementation varied among teachers. An analysis of the coaching data indicates that 

teachers who engaged in designing complete inquiry plans and cycles through coaching 

experienced greater levels of professional success and satisfaction, as well as notable 

student successes regarding intended outcomes, as indicated in the Case Studies above. 

Some of the factors that impacted the design of robust inquiry plans included teacher 

readiness, teacher professional goals and interests, pacing of coaching work, and 

interruptions to coaching work including meeting cancellations, vacations, or 

overbooking on the part of the teacher or the coach. 

Ultimately, developing repeatable learning structures proved to be important and 

had positive outcomes for lowering workload and increasing student outcomes. As one 

teacher put it in a survey response, “It's changed how I think about planning, or how I 

can think about planning. It adds a layer of thinking about how I can create repeatable 

structures that I can keep dropping content and skills into rather than thinking about 

structures or activities that match the content and skills I am teaching the next day.” 

That said, designing and implementing the structures took extra work at the onset, as 

reported by more than one teacher in the study. Additionally, a parallel process of 

repeatable structures emerged in the coaching systems and structures themselves. These 

structures, embedded especially in the New Teacher Center Formative Assessment 

System (FAS), facilitated coaching conversations with predictable formats and included 

systematic data collection. These systems proved essential to moving inquiry work 

forward and provided a structure for the broader essential support of professional 

capacity building (Bryk et al., 2010). 
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Implementation Data: Coaching Systems and Structures 

One question held in this study was whether coaching would facilitate teachers’ 

planning and implementation of repeatable learning structures in their classroom, and, 

in time, if that would have an impact on their sense of workload and job sustainability. 

An analysis of the coaching data, drawn from formative assessment coaching tools, 

shows that half of the teachers on the researcher’s formal caseload completed at least 

one robust inquiry cycle emphasizing the development of a repeatable learning structure 

to address a working condition concern. The other three teachers on the researcher’s 

formal caseload also worked with implementing some form of repeatable learning 

structure, although a robust, multi-week inquiry was not developed in these cases. 

Additionally, four math teachers who worked primarily by a content-focused math 

coach also sought out additional coaching support from me as the site-based coach. 

Three of these four teachers worked with me on developing repeatable learning 

structures to guide more autonomous learning in their classrooms.  

As the implementation proceeded, another question arose: what was happening 

in the coaching itself that facilitated the work? After all, coaching collaborations can 

result in stalled plans and implementations that do not move forward. Here, I had to 

take a wider aperture view on the work. I did not have transcripts of dozens of coaching 

conversations to analyze, dissect, and code. But I did have the all the documentation of 

the coaching work with teachers: Collaborative Logs, professional goals, inquiry plans, 

observation notes, observation reflections, student work analyses, and other 

inquiry-related documentation. Studying these documents, I began to see the 
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importance of the coaching systems embedded within the formative assessment tools 

and what one could call the “repeatable structures” in the coaching work itself. There 

were clear interdependencies between professional goals, ongoing reflection on 

Collaborative Logs, and decision-making embedded within Inquiry Action Plans. All 

related to one another and provided a web of data to inform problem solving, design 

strategies, as well as reflection and refinement of inquiries — as the Case Studies above 

illuminate.  

It may be relevant to note that I, the researcher, have over ten years of 

instructional coaching experience with extensive training from multiple organizations 

and individuals specializing in high-quality coaching practice including New Teacher 

Center, Laura Lipton, The National Equity Project, The Reach Institute for School 

Leadership, and The Center for Courage and Renewal. In reflecting on this project, the 

coaching data, and my researcher’s journal, I could see the value of the range of 

necessary coaching skills and strategies at play in this implementation. To move the 

project forward, it was essential to act on salient working conditions-related entry points 

within coaching conversations. Entry points can be defined as opportunities to 

intentionally bring a coaching strategy, tool, or idea for an intervention to the table with 

a teacher (New Teacher Center, 2006). As a coach, it is essential to listen carefully and 

act upon the entry points teachers offer so the available coaching methods can bring 

greater relevance to teachers’ concerns, interests, and goals. The skill of acting on entry 

points is central to “enrolling the client,” a core coaching method involving the fostering 

relational trust with coaching clients so as to heighten mutual investment in the process 
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and to ensure sustained relationship when challenging issues surface (Osta & Perrow, 

2008). Utilizing such tools as the Collaborative Log provides an ongoing documentation 

of the coaching relationship, teacher successes and challenges, and the agreed-upon 

next steps for the work at hand (New Teacher Center 2006, 2012). In an ongoing inquiry 

cycle, this record and shared accountability is central to advancing the work, which was 

evidenced in the coaching data for this project.  

 Analysis of the coaching data revealed the interdependent use of the core 

coaching tools selected to advance the inquiry cycles, as well as the general coaching 

work for the year. These tools, highlighted in the Research Methods section of this 

paper, included the Collaborative Log, professional goals, Inquiry Action Plans, 

observation tools, and additional inquiry-related documentation (depending on the 

project this could include such documentation as unit plans, lesson plans, lesson 

materials, veteran teacher observation notes, and analyses of student work). The use 

and application of the tools revealed no one formula for their application. Rather, the 

tools were used in an order that would best advance reflection and next steps within 

coaching. In Case One, described above, the entry point of unsustainable lesson 

planning practices led to a desire on the part of the teacher to learn more about 

“planning smarter” through the use of repeatable learning structures. This interest was 

also underscored by the teacher’s professional goal to advance greater student 

autonomy and learning collaboration in class. An initial learning plan was developed 

using a Collaborative Log to gather insights and then a veteran teacher observation was 

scheduled. Observation notes from the veteran teacher observation, as well as reflection 
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questions and notes, were used to glean insights and summarize them on a 

Collaborative Log. From here, an inquiry plan was developed, in which we designed a 

study for implementing a repeatable learning structure within the Socratic Seminar 

learning sequence. Drawing from the veteran teacher observation notes and readings on 

the workshop model, we discussed and summarized the key components of the 

repeatable structure design while capturing our thinking on a Collaborative Log. The 

teacher then moved forward on developing the necessary materials, PowerPoint slides, 

instructions, and resources to implement the strategy. Next in the inquiry plan was a 

formal scripted classroom observation and subsequent reflection on the observation 

notes, as well as student work, which revealed a range of successes as well as nuanced 

concern areas that informed refinements to the repeatable learning structure. Thoughts 

were captured in a Collaborative Log and follow up lesson plans and materials revisions 

were developed. These refinements were observed in a second formal classroom 

observation and reflection on both the observation notes and student work, indicating 

the refinements proved to be successful for the lesson sequence at hand. Finally, the 

inquiry plan and related coaching documents were used to reflect on the overall plan 

and process, to identify areas for future learning, as well as next steps for upcoming 

inquiry work and classroom practice. These insights were gathered in a Collaborative 

Log that was later used to reflect on professional goals at mid-year, set new mini-goals 

within specific domains of the site’s professional growth rubric, and ultimately design a 

second inquiry cycle.  
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What is notable is that while this particular coaching sequence was utilized to 

advance the inquiry in Case 1, it would not unfold in the exact same way in an inquiry 

with another teacher. Rather, the tools were utilized to respond to entry points provided 

by each teacher in coaching conversations and a logical application of coaching tools and 

methods were built into the inquiry design. An informed view of those factors that 

influenced teacher turnover and retention — especially with regard to working 

conditions — advanced my capacity as the coach to act on entry points relevant to these 

issues. Facility with coaching methodology, as well as an understanding of the 

interdependent nature of the use of coaching tools and strategies within a coaching 

system, was also essential to the work that was conducted in this study. 

Regarding coaching and inquiry implementation patterns, teacher short-answer 

survey response data also proved to be useful. Several teachers indicated that coaching 

positively influenced their approach to planning. For example, one teacher shared that 

“Coaching has supported me in finding ways to be more efficient with my time and focus 

on planning well.” Another spoke to the value of coaching around the use of technology 

in the classroom, pointing out that planning for the implementation of IXL in math 

offset “work that would have been worksheets.”  Ties to advancing goals and 

professional vision were cited, as was the facilitation of effective student interventions: 

“Coaching has helped me figure out how to track and prioritize student interventions, 

and how to evaluate student work more effectively during class time.” Lastly, teachers 

spoke to the value of problem solving conversations and the presence of a coaching 

relationship, including having a partner in “brainstorming problems,” making decisions, 
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“thinking aloud,” and having “somebody else [who] is responsible for keeping bigger 

picture goals in mind when I get lost in the weeds.” One teacher noted that coaching 

provided a “thought partner and someone who could bring perspective to the work of 

the classroom.” Another teacher spoke directly to the fact that “on the one hand, 

coaching often takes tasks off my plate. On the other, our conversations often lead to 

changes in the classroom, which takes more work.”  

Overall, there was a strong positive response to the value of coaching among staff 

on the Staff Satisfaction Survey administered by the organization in the fall: 

 

Additionally, there was a notable comparative leap in the value of coaching by mid-year 

among action research participants: 
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This trend sustained itself into the spring, with only a slight 10% shift in satisfaction 

among action research participants: 

 

In analyzing the survey data, it is fair to say that there are overlaps in the data in 

terms of implementation and impact. At this point, the focus will shift to impact data as 

it relates to working conditions and teacher retention.  

Impact Data: Working Conditions and Teacher Retention  

A central finding in the research on teacher retention and turnover highlights the 

fact that working conditions present a significant role in teacher retention outcomes 

(Ingersoll, 2001; Podolsky, et al, 2016).  When considering working conditions, a range 

of influential factors are noted in the literature including strong, supportive leadership, 

committed communities of professional practice, class sizes, teacher input into 

decision-making, and access to instructional resources (Darling-Hammond, 2003; 

Podolsky, et al, 2016; Sutcher et al, 2016). Specific to the focus site for this study, job  
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sustainability and workload rose up as a central concern in the Staff Satisfaction Survey, 

as well as in anecdotal accounts from teachers. These concerns helped to shape the 

problem of practice for this study, as well as the intervention. A primary goal of the 

intervention was to address workload through shared design of repeatable learning 

structures, with the hope that this collaborative coaching approach would result in 

teachers experiencing a heightened sense of job sustainability. The findings from the 

action research project demonstrated that coaching had a positive impact on teachers’ 

sense of job sustainability, but that more work is to be done overall to address the issue. 

That being said, there were notable gains in overall teacher retention in the 2016-17 

academic year, especially among action research participants. 

Teachers’ Sense of Work Sustainability 

While there were successes in terms of participants’ overall sense of workload, 

which lessened in survey results over the course of the year, it must be named that the 

majority of teachers still felt that job demands were less than sustainable. Staff 

satisfaction survey results in the fall indicated that a total of 63% of staff either 

disagreed (37%) or strongly disagreed (26%) that their job felt sustainable as it was 

currently structured. Similarly, the ten participants in this action research study, while 

showing slight increases in their sense of job sustainability over the course of the year, 

still showed room for growth in this area in both the mid-year and year-end coaching 

support surveys: 
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Mid-Year Survey Response 

 

Year-End Coaching Support Survey Response 

 

How teachers thought about workload and job sustainability, as well as factors 

that increased their sense of workload, varied among participants. To gain insight into 
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these issues from the coaching work, an analysis of participating teacher’s Collaborative 

Logs, coupled with analysis of survey findings, surfaced a few trends worth sharing.  

Having “Complete” Autonomy and Efficiency in Planning 

While the research on working conditions points to the fact that teachers value 

professional autonomy and shared decision-making (Podolsky, et al, 2016), sometimes 

“complete” autonomy can present as a double-edged sword. At a site where teachers 

have a great deal of control in terms of professional decision-making, in more than one 

instance, teachers spoke to the challenges of “starting from scratch” and feeling 

fortunate when they could make use of, or build upon, an effective strategy they got 

from a colleague. Without a grade-alike planning partner, several teachers spoke to 

feeling isolated and wanting colleagues with whom they could share curriculum or 

planning ideas. Teachers did value their autonomy in planning and lesson design, but 

also recognized that it could leave them feeling “bogged mentally,” “exhausted,” and 

“trying to figure out” how to create curriculum and management strategies that would 

be effective. 30% of survey respondents indicated that lesson planning and advisory 

planning increased their sense of workload. At the close of the year, one teacher shared 

that “next year I don’t want to be saying ‘what am I doing on this day.’ This summer I 

want things planned out and materials made.” The same teacher made the connection to 

the importance of having the mental availability for students, pointing out that 

“planning is part of my workload, but also knowing (or not knowing) that students are 

learning impacts my sense of workload and morale, too. It weighs on me if I feel like 

they are not learning or are disengaged.” 40% of surveyed teachers pointed to the 
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coaching practices of collaborative planning, developing repeatable learning structures, 

and long term planning and strategizing as being particularly useful in increasing their 

sense of work sustainability. One teacher recognized the value and efficiency of the 

ongoing Collaborative Logs used in coaching when, in our end-of-year reflections, she 

realized she had an incredibly useful resource to guide her unit revisions for the coming 

year. She said, “this is one of the best uses of time I’ve had in planning this year!” 

Administrative responsiveness to questions, concerns, and protection of prep time was 

indicated by 30% of respondents as being important. Notably, 60% of respondents 

indicated their belief that there were not adequate site-based or org-level systems in 

place for sharing and learning from one another. This is a clear area for growth in the 

coming year that could positively impact workload related to planning. 

As was indicated in the implementation data findings, teachers recognized that 

designing and using repeatable structures required time and planning at the onset, thus 

increasing workload initially. Over time, however, more than one teacher who 

implemented their designed strategies found that classes started to run with greater 

student autonomy and that more energy could be directed towards observing students, 

providing feedback, or pulling students into small group instruction for tailored 

support. In essence, the nature of where and how teacher energy was directed shifted, in 

many cases towards types of engagement with students that teachers found more 

meaningful and sustainable.  
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Follow-through on High Expectations and Handing Students the “Heavy Lift” 

Throughout the year, several teachers raised the question of how to best hold 

students accountable for doing the heavy lifting in the work of their learning. 

Understanding how to develop streamlined systems to foster student capacity in giving 

and receiving feedback was fundamental to the coaching work with four teachers. This 

connected directly to teacher workload, in that teachers both needed and wanted 

students to have greater capacity and ownership in advancing the revision process of 

their projects and artifacts — artifacts that in the 10th and 12th grade had to reach 

proficiency on the organization’s adopted rubrics. The portfolio assessment and defense 

process was indicated explicitly as a primary factor that led to an increased sense of 

workload among 20% of survey respondents, and total student load among 10% of 

respondents. 10th and 12th grade teachers anecdotally cited the long hours involved in 

supporting students through the revision process as one of their greatest workload 

concerns. In the coaching work with three more experienced teachers, designing and 

implementing feedback protocols resulted in increased student collaboration, feedback 

skills, revision skills, and demonstration of advancement in artistic and written 

expression. Such successes led one teacher to set goals for the upcoming academic year 

to “build out a few key structures to use throughout the year and plan lessons to “grow” 

the structure so students can ultimately self-run class.” 

On another level, several newer teachers brought up an interest in developing 

their ability to set and follow through on clear, high expectations for students. They 
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wanted to understand “the systematic thing that will keep us all working together well,” 

as well as approaches to effectively “raise academic expectations overall — completion of 

assignments, completion of class work, participation in class.” The social and emotional 

competencies referred to by Jennings and Greenberg (2008) surfaced in relation to 

these interests, as teachers could see a need to learn how to effectively face student 

“blow ups” when expectations were set, as well as how to “develop a warm demander 

stance that also aligns with my sense of integrity.” Coaching proved effective in these 

areas in more than one way. Coaching conversations facilitated the development of clear 

expectations and systems for follow-through among five teachers in the participant 

group (50%). It also resulted in teachers learning how to hold to their expectations. At 

the end of the year, one teacher cited the collaboration with her coach as leading to one 

of her overall successes: “Acknowledging my fear and practicing holding expectations 

with students regardless of their response.” 

Site-specific Programs and Projects 

Throughout the year, in word and action, teachers expressed a deep investment 

in the work of the site. In the year-end coaching support survey 100% of respondents 

indicated a high sense of excitement and motivation about their professional role: 
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Anecdotally, teachers regularly expressed their commitment to the organization’s 

portfolio process and to the impact they believed they were having on students’ lives 

with relation to high school graduation and college admission. 

This being said, some of the site-specific programs and projects also proved to 

have an impact on teacher’s sense of work sustainability. Advisory classes, exhibitions of 

learning, portfolio defenses, work internships, artifact design, and facilitating 10th and 

12th grade students to proficiency in four rubric domains were all contributing factors to 

teacher workload. In short answer survey responses, 60% of respondents indicated that 

these types of site-based initiatives were factors having the greatest impact on their 

sense of increased workload. 

Within coaching conversations, needs and concerns regarding site-based 

initiatives surfaced as well. Newer teachers expressed confusion about executing 

advisory lessons and developing effective artifacts. Strategizing efficient advisory plans 
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for grade level teams was also a concern. Fortunately, coaching support provided an 

avenue for teachers to get necessary resources and questions answered. Administrative 

responsiveness to questions and site-specific concerns was also cited as being important 

to an increased sense of work sustainability by 30% of respondents.  

Overall Teacher Retention  

The “big data” related to this study lands with the overall retention of teachers for 

the 2016-17 academic year, along with a comparison to teacher retention from the 

previous academic year. The literature points to the importance of creating systems for 

tracking teacher turnover and retention (Podolsky, et al. 2016; Sutcher et al. 2016), and 

for this reason a teacher retention spreadsheet was created to gather retention and 

turnover data. The work of Ingersoll, Merrill, and Stuckey (2014) influenced the 

decision to gather data on demographic factors relevant to teacher turnover and 

retention, so as to surface informative trends and point to implications for future 

retention efforts. Gathering and analyzing data in a teacher retention spreadsheet 

proved to be useful in recognizing a few notable trends in terms of retention as well as 

turnover.  

Comprehensively, there was a positive trend in overall teacher retention for the 

2016-17 school year. The site experienced a high turnover rate in the 2015-16 school year 

with 9 teachers, or 39% of the staff, leaving. Among this group, 5 of the positions 

needing to be filled were in the higher turnover content areas of math, science, and 

special education (Podolsky et al., 2016). 2016-17 teacher turnover, by contrast, was 

reduced to 6 teachers, or 26% of the overall staff — cutting turnover by about 14%. 
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Turnover in math and science was reduced, with 100% of math teachers returning, and 

only one science teacher electing to leave. Turnover was also low among minority 

teachers, marking a positive trend for the site as well as in comparison to national 

turnover patterns where minority teachers are more likely to leave a site or the 

profession than white teachers (Ingersoll et al., 2014; Sutcher et al., 2016). 100% of first 

and second-year novice teachers were also retained, a notable positive trend in 

comparison to national averages that cite an approximate 11% turnover rate for 

first-year teachers and approximate 23% turnover rate for second-year teachers 

(Ingersoll et al., 2014).  

There were also interesting trends among those teachers who left. As is the case 

with national trends, the majority of these teachers cited personal reasons as the key 

reason informing their choice to leave: moving out of the area, health concerns, 

marriage, and graduate school (Ingersoll et al., 2014). Additionally, four of the five 

taught in portfolio defense grade levels (10th and 12th grade) and, anecdotally, workload 

related to the portfolio defense process did impact their sense of job sustainability. The 

12th grade team lost the greatest number of teachers — three of the five members of the 

team. Two of those teachers assumed significant leadership roles in the portfolio 

defense process. Additionally, four of the five teachers (80%) who left were on the site’s 

Lead Team. These teachers did not participate in this action research project and had 

additional leadership responsibilities as Lead Teachers. Looking back to prior years, 

Lead Team members also represented the turnover group in higher numbers — a trend 

worth noting.  
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In terms of professional next steps among teachers who chose to leave, one 

teacher spoke to an interest in transferring skills into an education-focused small 

business. Three teachers remained in education, two are attending graduate school, and 

one of these individuals will remain with the organization in a non-teaching capacity. 

Here we see a trend towards intentional commitment to the profession and a low overall 

attrition rate. 

The ultimate intention of this action research project was to increase site-based 

teacher retention and to leverage a systems approach to instructional coaching in order 

to do that. The literature points to the importance of coaching and induction in terms of 

retaining new teachers in the profession (Podolsky et al., 2016). The results of this study 

support this argument and also demonstrate that high-quality coaching for experienced 

teachers may also impact teacher retention. There were overall positive outcomes in this 

regard, as 90% of teachers in the focus group for this study were retained and 80% of 

those teachers indicated in survey responses that coaching informed their decision to 

return.  

Implications and Conclusion 

Teacher retention matters. It has significant implications for sustaining site 

culture, advancing professional communities, and fostering learning. Research shows 

that a teacher’s level of expertise is tied to experience and is among the strongest levers 

for demonstrated positive impact on student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2000; 

Wilson, Floden, & Ferrini-Mundy, 2001; Kini & Podolsky, 2016). In 2003, Richard 

Ingersoll put forth the argument that “school staffing problems are rooted in the way 
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schools are organized and the way the teaching occupation is treated and that lasting 

improvements in the quality and quantity of the teaching workforce will require 

improvements in the quality of the teaching job” (p. 18). This action research project 

sought to unpack, identify, and then address the working conditions that negatively 

impacted teacher job satisfaction and sustainability, and ultimately influenced teacher 

turnover. Because teacher retention requires a range of effective essential supports, 

taking the time to identify site-based areas of strength and need in terms of these 

supports proved to be worthwhile in the design of the intervention.  

Considering the systems-level issues and practices that advance teacher 

retention, this study was grounded in a coaching-driven intervention that sought to 

lower teacher’s sense of workload through the design and implementation of repeatable 

learning structures. The hope for the intervention was to see teacher efforts in planning 

decrease while increasing meaningful student engagement with content. The broader 

hope was to see an increase in teacher retention. 

The data and findings from this action research project demonstrated that the 

coaching intervention was successful, that teachers can and did develop competence in 

designing and implementing repeatable learning structures, and that participating 

teachers valued the coaching support they received. The findings also suggest that 

investment in quality site-based coaching is worthwhile, contributing to a heightened 

sense of work sustainability among teachers and informing individual teacher’s 

decisions to choose to work at the site, as well as remain at the site in the years to come. 

Action Research Project  

Copyright ©2017 by Alison Kreider                                                                                                                                 91 



 

Surveying teachers on staff satisfaction issues and maintaining a teacher 

retention database are two practices that are encouraged in the literature, especially at 

the district and organizational level (Podolsky, et al., 2016; Sutcher, et al., 2016; New 

Teacher Center, 2017). This study found that such practices also hold value at the site 

level. Site-based Staff Satisfaction survey data provided invaluable findings that 

narrowed the focus for this project’s intervention. Furthermore, the development of a 

teacher retention database covering a range of data points relevant to teacher turnover 

and retention facilitated the recognition of patterns among teachers who left and 

teachers who chose to stay. Utilizing such information in year-end reflections among 

site administrators, Lead Team members, and instructional leaders can aid in 

decision-making for future interventions to increase retention.  

This action research project also surfaces a few areas for future study. First, the 

study’s participating teachers have a clearly expressed interest in further opportunities 

for meaningful professional collaboration. Because advanced communities of practice 

are shown to foster teacher retention and teacher leadership, considering opportunities 

to leverage coaching and professional development in the interest of professional 

collaboration among teachers may have a potential for further positive retention 

increases (Podolsky et al., 2016; Sutcher, et al., 2016). Additionally, though some 

site-based attention was paid to developing teacher leaders’ facilitation skills, turnover 

rates among teachers on the Lead Team, as well as expressed needs for sustainable 

grade-level advisory practices, seems an important area for ongoing work. Along these 

lines, it is essential for instructional leaders to pay careful attention to advisory-related 
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needs and simplifying tasks that go beyond content-level instruction. Advisory presents 

a worthwhile time for instructional leaders and coaches to be in classrooms, observing, 

co-teaching, working with students, or providing support for reflection and feedback. 

Continued site leader presence in grade level meetings and teacher collaboration 

sessions, with facilitation support for Lead Teachers, can aid in sustaining grade-level 

work and responsibilities. 

       Repeatable learning structures are not a novel idea. They are alive in countless 

learning environments. If one were to enter any sound elementary Reading or Writing 

Workshop classroom, repeatable learning structures would be at play. The Montessori 

classroom, the Socratic Seminar, even the auspices of the zendo in Soto Zen training — 

all of these learning spaces and experiences drop the “content” into a clear, familiar 

structure within which the mind can grow, explore, and come alive. Throughout this 

project, I conversed with many skilled, experienced teachers about the coaching 

intervention I was crafting with my teacher colleagues. In describing the notion of 

“repeatable learning structures,” they would turn to me with an expression of knowing 

on their face and say something like, “Oh yeah! I had to figure that one out on my own. I 

would go to different trainings, learn about strategies, come back to my classroom and 

try them out. In time, I’d figure out which ones really worked and then I’d build them 

into a regular system in our classroom community. But no one ever taught me that.”  

An aspect of the work of great coaching involves bringing metacognitive practices 

of skilled teachers and skilled teaching into conversation — into form. Among my 

favorite coaching aphorisms, one that is written on a sticky note in my coaching mind, 
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comes from Laura Lipton. It goes something like this: “The questions we ask our 

colleagues are the ones that become theirs over time” (Lipton, 2001). In time, such 

questions shape craft and bring quality learning experiences to life. Designing sound 

repeatable learning structures comparable to those found in a lively writing workshop, 

or a set of thoughtful feedback circles in a high school drama class, is worth the effort. 

This study shows that such practices have the potential to increase job sustainability and 

satisfaction for teachers while advancing student autonomy and academic achievement. 

The study also demonstrates that skillful instructional coaching provides a vital means 

for facilitating teacher’s vision and iteration of repeatable structures that fit their 

content and are responsive to their students as learners. Developing, refining, and 

sharing such practices, especially among secondary educators, could have far-reaching 

positive implications for sites, organizations, communities of educators, and the 

teaching profession at large. 
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Appendix A: Framework of Essential Supports  

 

 

Bryk, A. S. (2010). Organizing schools for improvement: Lessons from Chicago.  

Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. Page 51. 

 

The Framework of Essential Supports provided a fundamental organizing principle 

that informed the systems-oriented coaching approach to increase teacher retention 

that is discussed throughout this study.  
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Appendix B: The Instructional Core 

 

 

 

Bryk, A. S. (2010). Organizing schools for improvement: Lessons from Chicago.  

Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. Page 48. 

 

The “Classroom Black Box” and Instructional Core was the focus point for application 

of repeatable learning structures - the primary intervention in this action research 

project. This framework, as developed by Anthony Bryk and his colleagues, provided 

an essential foundational model that informed the coaching-driven inquiries with 

teachers.  
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Appendix C: Observation Tools 

 

Selective Scripting or Selective Verbatim Observation Data Collection Tool 

 

Teacher Name: 

Date: 

Class Period: 

Observation Focus: 

Number of Students Present:  

Focus Students:  

Time Teacher  Student 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

(Glickman, et al., 2009; New Teacher Center, 2012) 
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Appendix D: Instruments 

 

Network Staff Satisfaction Survey Questions 

(Response options: Strongly agree, Agree, Disagree, Strongly disagree) 

1. My job feels sustainable as it is currently structured.  

2. The amount of work I am asked to do is reasonable.  

3. The coaching or mentoring I receive is valuable. 

4. There are effective structures at [name of school site] for sharing and learning 

from one another. 

5. I have access to the resources necessary to do my job well. 

6. I am personally excited and motivated by my role.  

 

Mid-Year Coaching Support Survey Questions 

Mid-Year Impressions: Please answer the following questions based on your 

impressions at mid-year. (Response options: Strongly agree, Agree, Disagree, Strongly 

disagree) 

1. My job feels sustainable as it is currently structured.  

2. The amount of work I am asked to do is reasonable.  

3. The coaching or mentoring I receive is valuable. 

4. There are effective structures at [name of school site] for sharing and learning 

from one another. 

5. I have access to the resources necessary to do my job well. 

6. I am personally excited and motivated by my role.  

 

Start-of-Year Impressions: To the best of your capacity, please answer the following 

questions based on the answers you gave on the Staff Satisfaction Survey.  

1. My job feels sustainable as it is currently structured.  

2. The amount of work I am asked to do is reasonable.  

3. The coaching or mentoring I receive is valuable. 

4. There are effective structures at [name of school site] for sharing and learning 

from one another. 

5. I have access to the resources necessary to do my job well. 

6. I am personally excited and motivated by my role. 

 

Coaching-Specific Questions: The following questions are designed to surface your 

thoughts on coaching. 

1. Coaching supports that positively impact my sense of work sustainability include 

(Mark all that apply) 
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a. Problem-solving conversations 

b. Observations and debriefs 

c. Planning repeatable structures for lesson design and/or management 

d. Inquiry cycles 

e. Other: 

2. Has coaching support impacted your decision to return to [name of school site] 

next year? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

3. Does coaching positively impact your sense of workload sustainability? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

4. Please describe how coaching positively impacts your sense of workload 

sustainability. [short answer] 

5. Does coaching negatively impact your sense of workload sustainability? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

6. Please describe how coaching negatively impacts your sense of workload 

sustainability. [short answer] 

7. What factors have the greatest impact on your sense of increased workload? 

[short answer] 

8. What factors have the greatest impact on diminishing this sense of increased 

workload? [short answer] 

9. If you have any additional thoughts on coaching and its impact on teacher 

retention, please provide them here. Thank you! [short answer] 

10. What grade do you teach? (Note: More than one teacher at every grade level is 

receiving this survey. Providing grade-level information will not sacrifice 

anonymity). 

a. 9th 

b. 10th 

c. 11th 

d. 12th 

 

End-of-Year Coaching Support Survey Questions 

Year-End Impressions: Please answer the following questions based on your 

impressions at the close of this year. (Response options: Strongly agree, Agree, Disagree, 

Strongly disagree) 

1. My job feels sustainable as it is currently structured.  

2. The amount of work I am asked to do is reasonable.  
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3. The coaching or mentoring I receive is valuable. 

4. There are effective structures at [name of school site] for sharing and learning 

from one another. 

5. I have access to the resources necessary to do my job well. 

6. I am personally excited and motivated by my role.  

 

Coaching-Specific Questions: The following questions are designed to surface your 

thoughts on coaching. 

1. Coaching supports that positively impact my sense of work sustainability include 

(Mark all that apply) 

a. Problem-solving conversations 

b. Observations and debriefs 

c. Planning repeatable structures for lesson design and/or management 

d. Inquiry cycles 

e. Other: 

2. Has coaching support impacted your decision to return to [name of school site] 

next year? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

3. Does coaching positively impact your sense of workload sustainability? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

4. Please describe how coaching positively impacts your sense of workload 

sustainability. [short answer] 

5. Does coaching negatively impact your sense of workload sustainability? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

6. Please describe how coaching negatively impacts your sense of workload 

sustainability. [short answer] 

7. What factors have the greatest impact on your sense of increased workload? 

[short answer] 

8. What factors have the greatest impact on diminishing this sense of increased 

workload? [short answer] 

9. If you have any additional thoughts on coaching and its impact on teacher 

retention, please provide them here. Thank you! [short answer] 

10. What grade do you teach? (Note: More than one teacher at every grade level is 

receiving this survey. Providing grade-level information will not sacrifice 

anonymity). 

a. 9th 
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b. 10th 

c. 11th 

d. 12th 

 

 

Qualitative Data Analysis: Focus Questions 

● What factors contribute to teachers’ sense of workload sustainability, or lack 

thereof? 

● Can instructional coaching lead teachers to design and implement familiar, 

repeatable lesson structures? 

● Does designing and implementing repeatable learning routines and familiar 

lesson structures affect teachers' sense of workload sustainability? 

● Does instructional coaching positively impact teachers’ sense of workload 

sustainability?  
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Appendix E: Retention Database 

 

Name Grade Subject 

Years at 

Site 

Years 

Teaching 

Level of 

Training 

Retained 

Yes/No 

Reason 

for 

Leaving  1 

 

Reason 

for 

Leaving  2 Coach 1 Coach 2 
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